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To those who lost themselves within the wrong person: you were never as broken as you felt. Your forever just hasn’t been written yet.
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Chapter One
The brass doorknob was frigid in her hand, the metal bone-chilling as she listened to the lock click into place. The sound echoed off the frosted brick, off her hollow form.
Opening the door, she entered an empty house–the expanse stretching like darkness in space. Moonlight spewed from the oversize bay window, casting rainbow fragments over the entryway, illuminating minute specks of dust that settled on the white tile as if they were made for that very spot.
Homes are supposed to be more than just a house. Not just a structure. Not just four walls begging to be adorned, but a refuge. A single buoy in the middle of an ocean. A sanctuary for buried secrets. A place where the tapestry of life mends its fabric together. Home is the comfort of tip-toeing in and hearing dishes clink in the kitchen as your love’s voice lingers in the air. Home is dancing in the halls, laughter coating the walls.
She knew it would never be home again.
She stood there–her briefcase in her right hand, her keys in her left–frozen in an ocean of ice. She couldn’t think past the stagnant silence. It was too much, too loud–the lack of noise reverberating across the painted sheetrock like an earthquake’s last tremor.
She couldn’t breathe as her eyes locked onto the walls patterned with photos of two people she couldn’t recognize, two people who didn’t exist anymore. The silence that stretched from those distant memories, the facade of the perfect life caught in those photos, stung as tears welled in her dusty hazel eyes.
So, she left.
Normally she was strong enough. She’d ignore the stillness and bury herself so deep in the solace of work that nothing else existed. That usually worked. It always worked. Well, it did until it didn’t. On days like those, days where 31,536,000 seconds of silence equaled one entire year, the stillness sunk into her bones and consumed her entirely. She couldn’t ignore it, couldn’t embrace it. She didn’t know how to be, how to physically exist in its presence. She was a fish without water, a bird who strayed too far over crystal clear water with no land in sight.
Without warning, her briefcase slipped from her weakening grasp. It clattered to the floor but she couldn’t hear anything other than the pin pricking silence screaming in her ears. She turned around–her body feeling as alien to that space as the walls themselves–and made her way to her car; a skeleton with no form, liquid bones inhabiting her skin.
She drove mindlessly, allowing her thoughts to empty like rainwater onto the dashboard before her. Her hands gripped the steering wheel, back straight against the seat as she watched trees and snow-covered corn fields flash past her in lightning streaks. Bands of white, dingy greens and brown clouded her vision like mere storm clouds off in the distance.
Forgotten small towns disappeared in the rear-view mirror, their month-old winter festival banners still hanging above empty streets. The word historical was on almost every weathered town sign she passed, the wooden plaques rumbling in the wind. It seems like every village in upstate New York was historical for some reason, special in ways no one remembers anymore.
As she drove farther and farther away from the place with walls but no love, she realized she didn’t know where she was going; she just knew she couldn’t be there. Not today.
She found herself turning off the main road onto a snow beaten path. The gravel ricocheted off her car, pinging to the heartbeat vibrating within her chest. She crawled into the parking lot of The Tipsy Hatter; a home away from home when she felt like she didn’t have one left. At what point she turned off the car and made her way inside, she didn’t know. Everything seemed to dwindle away in slow motion.
She sat staring out of a chipped wooden-pane window, the sound of drunk laughter and clinking glasses fading into the background. Small snowflakes formed like delicate crystal footprints on the glass outside, just soft enough to be out of sight as the snow scattered like glitter on the landscape beyond it. She pushed it all away. Nothing mattered more than watching those ice crystals dance.
She always chose the same seat, the same window. It was the perfect place to relax in the madness without being in it, to watch people without being watched. It was the only time she didn’t have to use what little bit of energy she had left on her social odometer for small talk.
There were times when someone looked at her–really looked at her, magnifying glass at the ready–and they could tell that beyond that practiced smile, there was a melancholy that took root in the fibers holding her together. If they peered hard enough beyond her professionalism, they’d discover a crack in the very foundation of her being, one that no amount of dissolving stitches could hold together.
“Is this taken?” a voice asked in the distance.
She was pulled back to reality in full force–a sudden smack in the face shattering the bliss of mindlessness. Music blared in the background as if the muffled stereo had turned on at that very moment, begging to drown out the raucous cackles of the men who had one too many beers.
She glanced over at the bartender, Greg, who flashed his charming smile at a group of giggling girls. One hand balanced a tray full of vodka cranberries while the other wiped an already sticky counter.
Even when the world came back into view–the clarity at an optometrist exam after they flip the correct prescription onto the goggles floating in front of your face–it still hadn’t clicked that someone was talking to her.
Julia’s gaze shifted to the woman by her side, her right hand resting on the stool and a glass of white wine in her left. The woman’s captivating green eyes gazed right through her, embracing every aspect of her, imperfections and all. They didn’t scan over her glass of clear liquor, questioning her choice of drink. They didn’t merely graze her face before moving on. No, they looked deep into her soul and emerged on the other side. When was the last time someone looked at her like that?
“The seat,” the woman said, small wrinkles forming on her forehead as the corners of her mouth curved upwards, “are you saving it for someone?”
“Oh! I’m sorry,” Julia stammered, pulling her attention away from the fact that the woman’s eyes glistened like spring raindrops even in the dim lighting. “No, not at all. Please, sit.”
With an effortless grace, the woman pulled out the stool, its movement devoid of any noise at all. She sat her wine down first, carefully not clinking the glass on the sticky lacquer of the counter. Her outfit matched her confident demeanor, an undertone floating through the air that she’d done this before.
She wore fitted gray dress pants tailored to accentuate her subtle curves, tapering slightly at the ankles. Julia looked up just as she slung her perfectly pressed blazer across the stool and perched on it. Her sheer white blouse was neatly tucked into the front of her pants. Shoulder length golden brown curls bounced with each movement as she found her comfort on the worn wooden stool.
She reached for her wine with ruby red nails, leaving fingerprints smeared across the glass after placing it back in its exact place. That simple movement was captivating in a way that Julia couldn’t put to words. Julia forced her gaze down at her tequila. It was only her second drink, but she’d barely taken another sip since Greg topped her off at least an hour ago. Too often the mindlessness out that window consumed her entirely.
“I’ve never been here before,” the woman said, a smile playing on her lips as she leaned in closer. “Have you?”
“Yes.” Julia nodded, rushing to compose herself for human interaction. “I come here occasionally, but definitely not for the food. Their menu only consists of French fries and wings on a good day.”
“Is that so?” She chuckled, and Julia couldn’t think of another sound that would match her so well. “I could go for an order of good wings.”
Julia’s eyebrows arched in surprise. This woman looked like she dined on salmon and asparagus, not greasy bar wings smothered in a questionably red sauce. She looked like bottomless mimosas during Sunday brunch on a still lake, wind gently tousling her hair–like early morning runs on the beach, invigorated toes squishing into silky smooth sand.
“I never claimed they were good,” Julia quipped, eliciting another laugh from the woman. The sound rolled off her tongue like liquid satin, and Julia couldn’t help the half-grin that appeared on her face.
“Is it for the bartender? He’s been shamelessly winking at these ladies since I arrived!”
“Oh, God, no!” Julia gasped at her own reaction, her hand instinctively rising to cover her mouth in mortification. She raised her glass to her pinked lips, the liquor warming her chest as it settled in her belly. “I’m sorry,” she started again, “that came across wrong. Greg is as gay as the day is long. He just winks at the ladies to get bigger tips.”
Greg slid down the counter, Julia completely unaware he was eavesdropping, with a fresh bottle of chardonnay. He gently tipped it into the woman’s glass.
“Oh, you know it!” He grinned, his white smile reflecting back at them. “No woman can resist a tall, blond-haired, blue-eyed boy winking at her while keeping the drinks flowing!”
Suddenly Julia felt a pang of panic. Had she said too much to this stranger? Some people you can’t tell what’s too far, what lies past the line of comfort for casual conversation. Julia watched as she chuckled, her hand covering her mouth as she nodded thanks to Greg. Relief flushed through Julia’s body like a sprinkling rain, dampening her palms at the same time.
She brought the glass of wine to her rosy lips again, leaving a smudge of lip gloss as she pulled away. Even in the muted light that enveloped her, her skin radiated a glow like the sun refracting off a freshly fallen snow. Julia didn’t realize just how beautiful she was until that very moment, and she had to forcefully pull her attention back to the drink before her.
“And that is why you keep this place filled regardless of the day of week.” Julia smiled, taking another sip and not realizing she already reached the sticky bottom of the glass.
“I’m Erin, by the way,” she said softly, leaning towards her just slightly. The quietness of her voice forced Julia to meet her halfway, just to hear.
“Julia.”
Pulled in by the magnetic pull of Erin’s words, the world around them faded to a distant hum. Greg discreetly slipped away to the other end of the bar, leaving them both in their own private sphere.
Julia’s gaze followed the graceful lines of Erin’s cascading hair, her eyes tracing the contours of her collarbone peeking through the V-neck of her shirt. With each movement, Erin’s black heels clung to the edge of the stool.
Julia sat there wondering why in all the open seats in the entire room, she chose to sit next to her. She stuck out like a sore thumb compared to the middle-aged men in flannel, leather toting bikers huddled in the corner, as well as the out-of-place college students wearing neon cocktail dresses. Somehow, they seemed to fit within the scenery of that bar; a respite for the peculiar, a haven for the weary, for those who don’t quite fit in anywhere else.
If one were to look close enough, they’d see that on the exposed beams behind the bar are old pictures tattered at the edges; snapshots of the original owner and his many sons and daughters, all who passed through those same squeaking hardwood floorboards. Dust clung to cards of friends and family–full of thank yous, love yous, screw yous–pinned in front of and behind local newspaper clippings.
It seemed to be the last bar in the city to keep its old town charm, to be a family to fall into when you’re left in the dark. A hidden gem in the rough. The last “mom and pop” pub in a world full of sky risers. Even in the oddity of random license plates nailed to the sheetrock kissing the ceiling, old Coca-Cola glasses lining the shelf above half empty liquor bottles, the smell of beer on every surface, it’s a place of comfort for so many.
Suddenly Julia felt out of place in her work clothes; they were far too business-like for the location, not quite in between the casual drinkers and twenty-somethings in far too tight clothing. Usually she stopped in on a weekend or a Friday night after work, always after she changed into something comfortable.
But right now, tan linen pants cascaded over her thighs, resembling a skirt as she settled into her seat. Her periwinkle blouse was askew, partially still tucked in, and partially tousled from a hectic day of running around. One spot right on her chest was still a little wet from where she tried to blot out a coffee stain from earlier that afternoon.
She was sure she looked like the mess that she felt like on the inside. The weariness of the day always settled beneath her eyes, halos of brown bags only highlighted by faded mascara. But in reality? She looked like a tired woman with far too much to bear, worn and relatable in every way.
Her long blonde hair was thrown into a bun, little wisps of wavy hair escaping from the sides and framing just right over her dangling crystal earrings. She absorbed such a relief after pulling her hair up after a long day at work, as if it lifted something off of her shoulders for the time being–one less burden to bear.
The odd thing was, somehow, she looked like she belonged next to Erin, as if they emerged from the same world and that realization helped her shoulders to settle just a little more.
“Have you ever been here before?” Julia asked, a sad attempt to hear that satiny voice again.
Just as the words escaped her lips, she realized Erin already said she hadn’t. There was something about the attention that young woman demanded, the kind that pulled your eyes even in a crowded bar. Julia couldn’t help but stumble over fumbling thoughts. When was the last time she had a personal conversation?
“No.” Erin’s emerald eyes glistened as she held back a smile. She knew. “I’m in town for work. I don’t usually venture towards this side of the city, but I decided to take a walk earlier and saw the glowing blue top hat above the sidewalk. It looked like an interesting little place. I couldn’t resist.”
“By yourself?” Julia loosened up a little as she raised her glass for Greg to see. She smiled interestingly as Erin laughed and pulled her hair behind one shoulder as if to say, I’m an independent woman. “Do you often wander around unfamiliar parts of a city at midnight?”
“No, I definitely bring my bodyguards, but Thursdays are their days off,” Erin joked. Julia smiled behind her glass at that velvety laugh again. “You?”
“I live somewhat near here,” Julia lied. “It’s a little out of the way, but worth it for the company.”
Greg grinned as he poured Julia another drink. This time, she offered him the wink, and he took it graciously. He slid down to the group of girls at the other end of the bar, but Julia couldn’t see past the woman beside her.
She didn’t mention that she came there because it was the farthest bar within a reasonable distance from her work and home; a place where no one knew who she was or what she did, and they didn’t ask either. A hideaway of sorts she relied on to have a little peace–to be alone with her thoughts without actually being alone.
“I felt like I was interrupting you when I came over. Do you want me to sit somewhere else?”
“No.” She smiled, realizing once again her mind drifted off. “The company is nice.”
She was surprised she actually meant those words. She always thought at some point after her workday, her brain stopped functioning. It was like an off switch activated as soon as she locked her office for the night. Some days, it took her every last ounce of will to make it through the day, let alone be willing to spend energy on entertaining someone else.
Burn out wasn’t the right phrase to describe it. She wasn’t on the verge of a complete mental breakdown; it was more like she teetered on the edge–an OSHA certified safety strap wrapped snugly around her as she tried to lean more and more over an abyss, desperate to catch a glimpse of what rested at the bottom–but consistently pulled back to where she didn’t want to be. Deep down, she so desperately wanted to fall.
The end of her work week was always the hardest. She spent so much time around people, diffusing situations, finding solutions where there were none, and managing what seemed like a zoo most days. Well, let’s be honest, it was a zoo most days. She needed an escape, which is why every so often she’d end up at The Tipsy Hatter, staring out that same double-paned window as Greg’s presence floated up and down the bar calming her with each stride.
Sometimes it was snowflakes that swirled in her eyes. Sometimes it was those walking down the sidewalk–Julia imagining what conversations they were having, what lives they lived. Sometimes she listened to the phone conversations of men five bourbon’s deep, their wives’ voices coming to life as they complained about the hour and his slur of speech. Sometimes she stared at her drink and wondered what she could’ve done differently, what else she could’ve said.
Checking her watch for the time, Julia became increasingly aware she had to be up in just six hours for work. She squeezed her temples, the thought of all the paperwork cluttering her dining room table pushing to the front of her mind. With the long drive ahead, there was no way she could function on such little sleep. She wasn’t a twenty-something anymore.
Glancing up at Erin, who was now smiling at another stranger at the other end of the room, Julia wondered if she was that friendly with everyone. Maybe she was the type of woman who had the confidence to walk up to strangers and spark conversations all the time. Even with that thought hovering in the back of her mind–tugging at her strings like a puppeteer–there was something about her that Julia wanted to wrap herself in, something she wanted to surrender to.
Get it together, Jules.
“I really like your blouse,” Erin whispered towards her ear. A smile illuminated her face, brightening the entire room–a single beam of moonlight on a cloudy night. Her lips formed a cupid’s bow, pursing softly after she spoke as if there was something still to say.
Julia looked down, forgetting what she even wore. A faint rouge tinted her cheeks as she realized it’d fallen a lot lower than it had when a suit jacket was covering it earlier.
“Oh.” Julia fought the blush rising to her cheeks as she hastily adjusted the shoulders of her shirt. “Thank you.” She paused, searching for something to say without sounding like a recluse void of adult interaction. “Are you here with someone?” Real smooth, Julia. Real smooth.
Julia scanned the room to see what person would best fit beside her. It could’ve been the dark-haired man leaning at the end of the bar, his square chiseled chin dimpling as he smiled. It could have been the group of girls squeezed into one booth, clinking glasses raised high in the air as they giggled past fake eyelashes and far too tall heels.
“No.” She smiled softly. “Just me.” There was a long silence that followed as Julia looked back out the window. “So, what were you thinking of before I rudely interrupted you?”
Julia froze for a moment, her eyebrows raising just slightly. She couldn’t remember the last time someone asked her what she was thinking, couldn’t remember the last time she tried to focus on the thoughts that crept in during the quietness instead of working so desperately to shut them out. When was the last time someone cared enough to notice she was lost in the void?
At work she was the person: the fixer of all problems, an arm to lean on, someone to think outside of the box when no one else could. She played that role well, as if the center of it all was where she belonged. But when alone? When the curtains closed and just her heavy breathing carried through the air? That was an entirely different story. She wasn’t good at being alone. Humans aren’t meant to be alone. It was too easy for her to just succumb to the emptiness, to allow the heaviness of her body to sink too deep.
Julia looked down at her drink, her left hand resting on its side. The chill of the condensation trickled onto her ivory skin, providing a brief sense of tranquility from the outside in. A woman just about to be forty years of age shouldn’t hide away in bars by herself, without any real reason at all to be there other than she didn’t want to be home.
Home. What a novel thought.
Raising her eyes, she met Erin’s gaze locked onto her with an unwavering smile. She picked up her wine again, not breaking eye contact. The corners of her eyes pulled, creating the most beautiful road map to her freckles.
Julia hated people looking at her. Maybe if she dug far enough back in her mind with one of those yellow Little Tikes shovels, she’d find the moment that broke something inside her. Maybe she could pinpoint the exact moment, the exact second, when the last layer of belief in her worth shed away like a caterpillar’s chrysalis in the night.
But there was something about how Erin’s eyes wrapped around her. They were soft, genuinely curious, and for some reason she felt honored that those sagey eyes were focused on her. It was a pull of attention that Julia could tell she didn’t even know she had, beauty she didn’t know she possessed.
“Life, I suppose,” Julia answered at last. She grimaced at her own response. How cliché? She turned back to the window where snow still twirled in strands and landed like powder on top of thin layers of ice.
“Do you ever catch yourself looking at something and realize how inconsequential everything else is? Not in a bad way, but a way calms the mind. Like there’s something good, something sweet in the nothingness.” She couldn’t believe she said that out loud. She most definitely had one too many drinks.
She pulled her gaze from the window and it fell on Erin’s face. She held an involuntary breath, not knowing why she cared what this stranger thought. But she did.
Julia allowed her narrowed eyes to relax as she studied how young Erin appeared. She couldn’t place a specific number. Erin held herself with more confidence than Julia ever felt she possessed. Just being near her made Julia feel youthful, like she wanted to dance on the sidewalk in the rain, like Alison and Noah.
“That must sound incredibly stupid.” Julia managed to choke out a laugh to suppress her embarrassment, but it didn’t work. Her cheeks betrayed her, heat rising from her chest and crawling up her neck.
Erin reached out and placed her warm hand on her wrist and it seemed like the whole world slowed a little. Julia looked up into her eyes–completely pulled into her gravitational vortex–like something, somewhere, had put her in that very place at that very moment.
It was only a couple of seconds of stillness before she looked down and realized Erin still had her hand on her arm. Julia swore she felt her thumb swirl on her skin beneath. Erin looked down at her hand too, as if she wasn’t sure when it appeared in that very location, how her fingers happened to caress the smoothness of Julia’s skin.
“I completely understand.” Erin’s soft voice hummed in her ears as she pulled her hand away, the place where it was now tingling. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to invade your space.”
Julia wanted to say that it was completely fine, that she could keep her hand there. She wanted to say that for once it felt good to have someone close to her who didn’t have to be there, that to have someone even platonically touch her skin sent warm goosebumps up her arm, and that she liked the feeling. But then the usual thoughts took hold. That sounds crazy. Don’t be the crazy lady sitting alone.
It’d been far too long since she interacted with someone outside of work. It’d been far too long since she had one too many drinks, the warmth of the tequila taking over her too strict conscious mind. Maybe her friend, Keegan, was right: she was too busy burying herself in piles of paperwork over finding a way out, a way up.
“You didn’t,” Julia said instead, turning back to her drink and taking another gulp.
“I only meant that I get that feeling, and it’s not stupid.”
Erin pulled her own drink back to her lips, almost as if to keep her hands from wandering into enemy territory again. Could she feel the goosebumps that began to creep up Julia’s arm? Were the sparks literally scouring that bar table, or was it just her?
“Sometimes I get so overwhelmed,” Erin sighed, drawing out the words as she looked down at her wine. She picked up the glass and swirled its contents, hesitating before bringing it to her lips. “The only thing I can do is lie down and stare at the ceiling fan twirling above me. It helps the world fade away, watching those blades spin.”
Julia glanced up faster than she intended, locking eyes with Erin. She watched the spark fade from her eyes. Those ruby nails tightened around her drink, eyes fixated on her reflection in the mirror behind the bar. Those eyes told more than words ever could.
They didn’t spend hours crying and pouring out their past, spewing their darkest secrets onto the stained varnish of that counter. But it was like both knew what the other meant, knew what they held inside. It was as if words weren’t needed in the space they shared.
Julia never heard anyone openly admit the thoughts that echoed in her own mind. She couldn’t be the only person with this feeling of all-too-muchness. She couldn’t be the sole one swallowed by the silence. But when the void closed in around her like a noose? She was sure she was the last one standing.
It was something about being content in the nothingness that she liked. The feeling of needing to be alone, but not wanting to be lonely; the feeling of escaping reality without actually doing so. That’s why she sits here alone–because being alone isn’t the same thing as being lonely. For the first time in a long time, that stranger managed to make her feel heard in a way she never thought was possible again.
Closing her eyes, Julia shook her head slightly as the cold sting of tequila trickled down the back of her throat. Her vision began to sway, the hazy pleasure of the alcohol finally catching up with her.
“Why are you shaking your head?” Erin leaned on one elbow, a soft smile across her face as she stared directly at Julia. Her hazelnut hair cascaded over her hands in a river of heavy molasses.
When did she get so close?
“Oh.” Julia was suddenly startled, lost in the way her pink lips shimmered in the reflection of the light. “I’m sorry,” she tried to shake out a laugh through her nose, “it’s been a long time since I’ve talked to anyone outside of work.”
Erin leaned even closer. Julia knew it meant nothing, but having this beautiful woman look at her when she’s felt like a ghost in her own body for so long lit a warmth in her chest. It forced a smile on her face that she really meant, a feeling she thought she forgot.
“What do you do for work?” Erin asked, her proximity drawing Julia in.
She thought about her answer for a moment before responding. How could she explain her career when she was sitting in a bar, in the middle of the night, talking to a complete stranger? Drinking on a weekend with friends, sure that’s acceptable. But hiding in a bar after midnight, on a school night, by herself? A little tipsy, nonetheless?
“I’m in management,” she responded, far too hastily. It wasn’t quite an outright lie; more like a stretch of the truth. “I have been for probably longer than you’ve been alive.” Julia giggled, but the joke felt misplaced.
She wasn’t trying to be dismissive, but that woman’s smile made her mind muddle into a rain-soaked pond. When she looked at Erin with concern, she caught her looking back, eyes slowly scanning her body as if it was on display. Erin leaned in closer, those eyes stripping layers off of her, forcing Julia’s breath to catch in her throat.
“I’m older than I look,” she whispered, her words mere inches from Julia’s ear. The heat of her breath sent hot shivers down Julia’s spine. She smelled like floral vanilla musk, like a cashmere blanket on a crisp afternoon, soft and filled with such an indescribable comfort.
The way Erin smiled? The way she said that last sentence so breathlessly? After being out of the dating game for so long, Julia wouldn’t recognize a genuine advance unless it hit her square in the face with a handwritten invitation. Even then, she might need some signage directing the way too–neon arrows lining the path.
Shaking the idea out of her head, she took another sip. The warmth spread to her cheeks and down her chest. Erin retreated back to her own personal space like she hadn’t said a thing. She raised her glass for Greg to see, who was to her side in an instant with a fresh bottle of chardonnay. Julia raised her own with a smile and he flashed that knowing wink.
“I apologize if that came out wrong,” Julia finally spoke, setting down her empty glass. She looked back out the window, feeling a wave of embarrassment wash over her.
Did she have any social skills left? She spent too much time alone. She’d walk through her front door as the sun dipped below the horizon and then work on the couch until she felt tired enough to lay down. After tossing and turning for hours, she’d give up the futile act–the tiredness of her bloodshot eyes stinging every throbbing nerve–and open a book from her bedside, hoping it would lull her to sleep. But it never did. There wasn’t any peace in a place that couldn’t be called home.
She couldn’t play that same routine on days like today. Days that add up one year since what felt like was the worst day of her life. Days when the silence spread too far in all directions, even when the hustle and bustle of life hollered in her ears. Days when she’d glance at her left hand, fixated on the faded tan line of where a promise used to be. Days when the realization that the hollow piece of a woman before her in the mirror was all that was left.
Erin leaned closer, a smile dancing on her lips. “I have a feeling you think too much.”
She ran her hand through her hair, tucking away golden waves that resembled strands of bronze silk. For a fleeting moment, the light caught those strands. She subtly shifted her hand, bringing it closer to Julia’s on the counter. Julia tried not to overthink, but God was it hard to focus on anything else other than the lingering scent of her perfume in the air.
“I’ve been told that.” How was it so easy to talk to her? How could two strangers melt into a conversation like fluffy cotton candy dissolving in water? Nothing is ever this easy. “What do you do for work for you to be out at,” Julia paused, looking at the clock, “one thirty on a Thursday night?”
“I’m actually in town for work.” Erin smiled. “Lately I travel around the lovely, frigid state of New York and evaluate different programs.”
She finished the last sentence as if it was the most boring job in the world. Julia found it fascinating. She wanted to know more. She wanted every detail, no matter how long it took. She never wanted Erin to stop talking, that soothing voice filling the space from corner to corner.
As soon as she opened her mouth to ask one of the many burning questions, a sudden interruption shattered the moment.
“Last round!” Greg shouted, and the entire bar erupted in disappointed howls.



Chapter Two
“Well,” Julia paused, voices fading into the background, wishing she had more time. “I should go home and get ready for work in the morning.” But I don’t want to.
“It is morning.”
Julia’s dusty eyes settled on hers and suddenly they were both swept up–into what she wasn’t sure–their gaze lingering as the sound of the clock ticked so subtly in their ears. Then the moment was gone completely as Greg hurried past them down the bar.
Julia didn’t get up yet. Instead, she swallowed the rest of her freshly refilled drink, the cold liquor burning as it trickled down. For once, she was okay with the fact she would be dog-gone tired in the morning. Sitting there and chatting about nearly nothing with Erin was better than sleepless tossing throughout the night.
She took a moment to stomp down a thought in the back of her head that it would be nice to do whatever this was again. She tried to map the twinkle in Erin’s eyes to remember later, to remind herself that it existed somewhere. If she found her laugh, her smile, again in Erin’s presence, then it was a map she’d want to laminate and hang from every ceiling to memorize.
Erin slipped down from her stool and placed a hand on Julia’s lower back as she spoke. “I’m going to use the restroom before heading out.”
Her touch was soft even through the material of Julia’s shirt. Her fingers lingered just a second longer than necessary. Or did they? Julia felt like she was losing her mind, overthinking or maybe even under-thinking each touch. Someone she was sure could be half her age and twice as gorgeous, twice as captivating, couldn’t possibly be content in her company. But yet… yet? There was something in that twinkle of her eyes, the brush of her fingertips.
“That’s actually a good idea!” Julia stood, ignoring the fleeting panic she felt a moment ago. “I have a bit of a drive home.”
As she stood, the weight of her body sunk to her feet. Sitting down, she felt barely buzzed. While standing? All she could focus on was the haze settling over her forehead.
No, it wasn’t just a buzz; she was teetering on the brink of drunkenness, and she did not get drunk on Thursday nights. She did not get drunk in general. That would mean releasing control, and Julia did not like to let go of that.
Yet there she was, sitting next to a beautiful woman she never met before and not realizing how fast she was drinking to break the awkwardness that she knew was herself. She tried to fade into the noise of the bar–the way a tack disappears into patterned wallpaper–but it didn’t work.
As both of her feet touched the ground, her left foot prickled with tiny pins that traveled up her sleeping leg. Her knee buckled and the rest of her body followed, tumbling downward in a liquid avalanche. She was about to collapse to the floor in a tequila fueled mess when Erin reached out with one arm, barely catching her around the waist as she braced the stool.
“I didn’t realize how long I was sitting there!” Julia laughed, because it was the only thing she could think of to do.
Erin smelled so sugary and soft with warmth. Julia leaned just an inch closer than she had to, her face mere inches from Erin’s, soaking up every note of that cashmere that tickled her nose hairs. Her stray blonde hair covered her face as she lifted her head and caught Erin’s eyes.
Erin’s right arm still wrapped around her, the other on the front of her hip and oh, Julia knew she was in trouble when she wished those strong fingers could have stayed longer.
“You don’t seem like the type of person to get drunk on a weekday,” Erin remarked with a giggle, pinkness blushing her cheeks.
Despite being slightly shorter, their eyes met at the same level as Julia leaned into her embrace. Their eyes were still locked on each other as if they weren’t standing in the middle of a crowded room. If she wanted to make an even bigger fool of herself, Julia could sink into those intrusive thoughts and kiss the dreamy stranger.
No, no, no. Being lonely does not equate to kissing random women who are just being nice.
“My foot must have fallen asleep,” Julia whispered instead, her eyes flickering between those green pools and her plump lips.
“I can help you to the bathroom,” Erin offered, her smile diverting Julia’s gaze. “I’m such a klutz that I could fall up a flight of stairs.”
How could she make something so embarrassing so nonchalant? Why did her smile melt Julia’s stress away like a warm knife over butter?
She pulled herself up on her own, releasing Erin regretfully. “It’s feeling better,” Julia sighed, rubbing her face in an attempt to push the fog away. “I feel like this week can’t get any worse.” Her voice seemed more of a whine than anything else, and suddenly she found herself wanting to crawl into a deep dark hole, far away from any other conversation for the foreseeable future.
“That means it can only get better,” Erin’s voice echoed faintly as Julia looked up to see her already halfway towards the bathroom.
She glanced around the room and noticed that the bar was nearly empty, dutiful patrons venturing out into the snow-covered street. Greg floated up and down the countertop, his partially unbuttoned shirt flowing with each movement wiping spills, humming a tune that sounded like Adele.
A young couple leaned in towards each other, all googly and doe eyed, an obvious new blooming relationship. Then, there were the usual older men, heads facing down towards their whiskeys, waiting for the moment they’d be kicked out and forced to deal with their complacent lives again. Julia strolled by all of them, finding it increasingly hard to walk a straight line. She couldn’t recall the last time she allowed herself to let go so much, the last time she enjoyed the company of someone else.
There was something pleasant in the fog. She was fully aware everything was exactly the same; nothing magically got better, but her shoulders felt a little lighter. She could leave some of what she was carrying on that sticky floor and never look back. For a moment, she found a glimmer of hope that somewhere within her, her old self survived the breaking.
She made her way to the wooden split door that said ladies haphazardly in a drunk man’s handwriting. Pushing against the grain, the door swung open. And there, just five feet in front of her, stood Erin.
Her back was pressed against the counter, hands gripping the edge. Coffee-colored hair twirled flawlessly over her shoulders, her lips curved upwards into a smile. She looked like she was waiting for something to happen–something to fall out of the crisp air and land in her curvy lap.
She looked so young; young enough to have been carded for that wine, Julia was sure. But it wasn’t a naïve kind of young. It was the kind of young that classic Jane Austen novels make you dream about, wishing you could go back and do it all again, wishing tomorrow would never come.
She had this mischievous look in her eyes as the door swung closed behind Julia. It was something about that stare that left her standing there in the doorway, the awkward tension swirling between them, pulling them. Did Erin feel it too? Was there really something crackling in the air between them or was she just desperate to be looked at like she was worth something, anything?
That woman, that gorgeous woman standing in front of her with her white tank slightly untucked as she sucked in a breath, had to have another reason to look at her like that. Gosh. How long had it been since someone looked at her like that? It was addicting, alluring, even more intoxicating than that tequila she just finished.
Julia looked up long enough to catch a glimpse of herself in the mirror behind Erin. It snapped her back to reality like a fastball to the face. Her shirt was still askew, revealing more cleavage than she ever wanted to see on herself. Hastily tucking her shirt back in, stray strands of hair fell from her bun. She hurriedly tried to tuck them back in, avoiding Erin’s eyes at all costs. She looked like a mess, and not a hot one.
Once again, she was reminded of the toll life had taken: boobs that sat just a little bit lower than they used to, shades of brown bone-tiredness under her puffy eyes, skin that somehow grew just a little bit more flexible each day.
She pulled her hair away from her face, tucking one more strand back into her bun as she walked to the available sink to wash her hands. She gave Erin a friendly smile. I’ve lost my damn mind. Just as Julia reached for the handle to the faucet, Erin turned to her. With a firm, unwavering grace, she pushed Julia against the vanity.
It happened so fast: the water rushing into the sink behind her, the heaving of her chest, Erin’s lips so close to her face. Erin pressed both hands around her hips, holding her there for a moment as she stared into hazel eyes, their lips just a breath apart.
Julia gasped as her stomach flipped in the air and landed at what felt like was the bottom of her toes. Erin’s breath smelled like hints of pears and honeysuckle, even more enticing than the vanilla that hugged around her. Her eyes were even brighter shades of green that close up–swirling yellow fragments dancing within the verdant landscape. It was a color all on its own, no competition to even the most beautiful forest lined sunsets.
Julia froze for a moment, stuck in the thought of tracing Erin’s freckles like constellations to a place where she could get lost forever. No, this isn’t right. She had just one sip too many and was imagining it all. She should go back to her already messy life before anything was done that couldn’t be undone.
And that was when it happened.
Erin moved her left hand from her hip just briefly and Julia swayed as if that hand was the only thing holding her up, as if that was all that tethered her to this Earth. Her fingers slid almost unnoticeably behind Julia’s ear as she pulled her into a kiss, soft but fast, as if she was making sure there was no time to let her mind talk her out of it.
Their lips collided and Julia’s breath hitched in slow motion, the push and pull of soft skin caressing every nerve in her body. Erin’s hands trailed down her arm and rested on the dip of her waist, pulling her closer and closer with every steaming breath.
The world around them disappeared. It was too easy to release every inhibition as she melted deeper into Erin’s taste, as her hands desperately held Julia’s body. She hadn’t felt that alive, that wanted, that desired in so long.
How long did it last? How long did they share a breath as their hands and legs tangled around each other? Seconds? Minutes? All Julia knew was that at some point her lips ended and Erin’s began–two liquid forms crashing into each other and becoming one–and she used that information to bridge a world of pure wonder.
When Erin pulled away, Julia tried to hide the fact that she was out of breath. Not because they kissed for long, but because she hasn’t been kissed like that in a very long time. When was the last time someone took her breath away? When was the last time someone touched her so carefully like that? She hadn’t had anyone look at her the way Erin’s eyes met hers, bright and wanting. She felt like the most important person in the room, even when they were surrounded by so many others.
Julia reached down and held the edge of the counter, steadying herself before she let her thoughts ruin the moment. Erin began to take a step back, as if she had just realized she waited for a stranger in the bathroom, hoping she’d follow her. As if she’d never done anything like that before, but could that boldness come naturally? Could the way her tongue slid into Julia’s mouth be the first time for her?
“I’m so sorry,” Erin staggered, her breath surprisingly in match with the beat of Julia’s heart. “I’ve wanted to do that since that moment I saw you.”
Julia couldn’t believe what she was hearing. It was almost too much to take in. Lost in thought once again, she was speechless. Then, she watched the regret settle onto Erin’s face.
Erin pulled her hands away from Julia as if they were sunburnt from being just a thin layer of cloth away from flesh, begging for the aloe she held at her own sides. Julia wished Erin’s hands actually touched bare skin. She wished she could feel the warmth of her fingertips trace every curve. She felt that warm wanting bloom deep within her.
For the first time in years, Julia let go of reason. She reached out her hand and grabbed Erin’s wrist as she turned towards the door to leave. Their eyes met as Julia slid her hand from her wrist, up her goosebump lined arms, down her side, and rested it just below her waist. The thought of her warm skin beneath that thin layer of satin tickled at the back of Julia’s mind. She wanted so badly to touch it, to taste her salty skin.
“Me too,” she whispered, and in one swift motion, she pulled Erin back to her. Their hips pinned together as she slid her hands into those brown curls.
They were back to sharing space, once again lost within the vista of their lips. Julia hadn’t kissed someone in so long, hadn’t wrapped her hands around the soft part of their neck as her tongue explored their mouth. Oh, but it felt good, and she wondered why it took her this long to realize how ignited her body could still feel.
Everything grew deeper. Julia pushed Erin’s body against the counter, never wanting her hands to stop exploring the terrain of her body. Erin arched her body firmer, as if she was afraid Julia would disappear if the contact faltered just once.
She let her fingers rest where Julia’s pants met her blouse, lightly twirling her fingers in her shirt before lifting it and touching bare skin. Her warm hand slid so effortlessly to her back, teasingly trailing lower and lower; it seemed like their bodies were puzzle pieces, finally finding the perfect fit. Julia let out a breath of air. The way that single touch set a fire ablaze within her was an unfamiliar flutter of bee wings taking flight within her stomach.
Suddenly, a knock at the door reverberated in their ears and they both froze. Julia’s hands remained curled in Erin’s hair, holding her close. Erin’s left hand gripped Julia’s neck as her right wrapped around the curve of her behind.
“Jules,” Greg called from behind the door. “Everything okay? We’re closing in five.”
“I’ll be right out!” she called, trying to hide the fact that now she was really out of breath, and for more reasons than one.
As the realization of their actions crashed into her, Julia pulled away from Erin. Buzz be damned. She was on the last part of a free fall roller coaster–that feeling of your stomach floating within your chest as you plummet–except she thought she was on the carousel.
Erin steadied herself against the counter, bracing her wobbly legs. Julia was relieved that this, whatever it was, didn’t just affect her. But quickly it became too much. She couldn’t be here. Not making out with a random woman in a bathroom. Not now, of all times.
Yet, as she looked back at Erin apologetically, she felt herself wanting to sink deeper into those eyes. She wanted back that reckless feeling that would allow her to crash into Erin again, only blazing hands mapping the way. She wanted to get lost in something other than herself.
Closing her eyes, Julia took a deep breath, hoping to pull herself together enough to walk out without flushed cheeks and lingering regret. When she worked up enough courage to stand without leaning, all she could think of was how Erin’s touch sent warm shivers down her back, how her stomach flipped when their bodies touched, how she wanted more.
“I shouldn’t have kissed you,” Erin started, but Julia cut her off. She should’ve been more level-headed.
“I shouldn’t have kissed you back.”
They could brush this off like adults, right? They could admit their inhibited judgment; one too many drinks warming their senses and causing all the mayhem.
“Woo,” Erin breathed out a huge sigh. “I’ve never done anything like this before.”
Julia wondered what she meant by that statement. Had she never kissed a woman in a bathroom? Had she never kissed an older woman in a bathroom? Or had she never kissed a woman before? She hoped it wasn’t the latter. She hoped so deeply.
“Well, that would make two of us.” Julia turned to the sink, letting the cool water flow. She’d have to bathe in the iciness of the Arctic to cool down, sink herself to the bottom of the ocean’s depth to lower her temperature.
“This would definitely be my first bathroom make-out session.”
They both laughed. Julia leaned on the counter, tucking her shirt back in and smoothing down static blonde strands on top of her head. They locked eyes in the mirror, lost once again in a world of possibilities.
“I’m going to go.” Julia blurted the words out so fast, Erin’s eyebrows shot up towards the ceiling.
Julia began to move from the sink to the door, carefully skirting around Erin’s body. Her head was so much heavier after that kiss, like it released the alcohol that was sitting in the back of her stomach. Erin caught her arm as she began to pass her, those cozy fingertips exploding something deep within her stomach again.
“What if I don’t want you to go?” she asked, her voice so soft and low. It should be illegal for a voice to sound that sexy.
Julia swore she could still feel her steamy breath on her neck, the ghost of her hands tracing along her bare skin even as she pulled away. When they met eyes, Julia saw them pleading. For the first time she had no idea what she was going to do.
Would it really be that bad, doing something fun and spontaneous for once? Would it really hurt to put my wants ahead of everything else? Don’t I deserve at least that, at least once?
It was something in the way Erin’s eyes wrapped around her like a blanket in December, a way that made her truly feel seen, sending her stomach deliciously lurching like a meteor escaping orbit. Julia pulled her into another kiss because damn, it felt good for someone to look at her like she was worth looking at. That would be it, she told herself. One last kiss to end whatever this was and could not be. One last taste of sweet spring to wrap in a satin bow and hide in the back of her mind.
Everything grew deeper, harder, faster, as if they only had this one moment. It was so hard not to allow herself to be pulled into the tornado of senses that swirled within her. When she tried to pull away, Erin arched her back, forcing Julia to catch her breath as butterflies twirled within her stomach–a snowstorm about to break through. If her lips touched the softness of Erin’s again, she wasn’t sure she could stop.
“We shouldn’t,” Julia whispered against Erin’s neck, their bodies held upright by nothing more than the embrace of their vagabond hands.
“We couldn’t.” Erin breathlessly moaned as a sweet smile curled into the nape of Julia’s neck. Her soft lips caressed the lobe of her ear and Julia’s knees went weak. Erin’s voice was a tease, a promise she had already decided to ignore, and it made her want her even more.
“We can’t.” Julia held her hands still, one tangled in the bronze sheen of Erin’s hair and the other cupped around her body.
When their eyes met, they both stopped. Julia couldn’t tell Erin that her skin lit up like lightning when she touched her, that her smile made her stomach flip in ways it hadn’t in so long, that her hips pressed against her thigh made everything inside her turn to jelly.
“I really have to go.” Julia had one hand on the doorknob. She didn’t realize at what point she released Erin’s fragrant skin and began backing towards it.
“Come home with me,” Erin begged.
“I can’t.”
“Why not?”
“Because,” Julia’s voice was a broken plea, “I can’t.”
“Is there someone else?” Erin blurted, confusion etched across her face in the most beautiful writing Julia’s ever seen.
Erin leaned on the counter, desperately searching for an explanation beyond the notion that Julia simply didn’t want her. How could she not want her? Whatever they were doing, it wasn’t something Julia did, but she wanted to do it with her.
“No.” Julia didn’t even hesitate.
When did she stop hesitating at the thought of Marin? When did that knowledge fade to utter unconsciousness? That was when it became real–a physical thing she could hold in her hand–a reality she couldn’t ignore. The thought made her sick. Maybe that’s why she couldn’t do it. Maybe it had nothing to do with her at all.
As Marin flooded her thoughts, she couldn’t even look at Erin. She could have let go of control for one night and allowed herself a moment of happiness. She could have taken this flirty, maybe thirty-something home and gotten lost in the swirls of citrine in her green eyes. But what would she have done then? Brought her to the house filled with photos of Marin in her gleaming white wedding dress, patterning the walls like vintage wallpaper? In the bed they shared for over 15 years?
“There isn’t anyone else,” Julia paused, fighting the urge to get lost in how tender Erin’s voice was just moments ago, “but I still can’t do this. I’m sorry.”
She fled before even finishing her apology, too afraid if she met Erin’s eyes once more, she’d change her mind. She wanted to look back, to see if she was still looking at her, to try to figure out if she felt the electricity too. She didn’t because she knew if she did she would melt into any possibility of feeling that alive again.



Chapter Three
The cab driver dropped Julia off at her doorstep. She paused before opening the door. Thoughts of stolen kisses and wandering hands flashed through her mind, even in that foggy state. Images of Erin’s hand on her skin, her fingertips begging to travel farther, made her insides flutter into that swarm of buzzing again.
As she reached for the doorknob, the house seemed to loom over her. The brick casted shadows off the mounted lights, and for a brief moment, she wished she went home with Erin. She wished she allowed herself that mindless spontaneity, allowed herself to get lost in another’s presence after depriving herself of it for so long.
Glancing down at her watch, only visible by the light on the porch, she noticed the time creeping slowly towards three in the morning. Shit. She had to be up in less than two hours to prepare for work the next day, and it wasn’t getting any earlier.
With a sigh, she turned the key in the lock, and the door swung open.
Her legs were wooden posts stuck in quicksand–the panic of impending doom slowly setting in muscle spasms over her entire body. The silence within the house grew even farther, stretching like the root system of a thousand-year-old Redwood.
She placed her keys down beside the table to her right and kicked off her shoes. To her left was their office–her office now, but it was Marin’s. It would forever belong to Marin. As an executive at Hendrickson Marketing, Marin would sit and work in that office every night. She always had a cup of tea to her left, the warmth swirling in ribbons through the air.
Julia could almost hear her laugh reverberate up into the cathedral ceiling as she read one of many ridiculous emails out loud. It was always from a big shot who tried to tell her what to do, from someone who had no marketing experience at all. Her laugh always made Julia smile. It wasn’t like others; it was a unique blend, somewhere between a regal chuckle and an unrestrained melody. Mesmerizing in every way, just like her raspy voice.
“Welcome to the land of education,” Julia would joke as she kissed her head, her hands lingering in her long red hair as she pulled away.
The memory slowly faded before her eyes as she dropped her jacket right there in the office. She found herself standing before Marin’s desk, her legs moving without conscious direction. Her finger traced the outline of a tea stain on the mahogany desk, marking the exact spot where Marin always placed her cup.
It was usually at that point she’d run through every moment she could’ve done something different, said something different. She’d replay every instance, every word, searching for the point at which everything changed. She tried to burn to memory every last moment that could have been it: the moment that the love of her life stopped loving her.
Their life became a band aid clinging to skin for long enough. It became ingrained, the adhesive merging with the surface until both were unrecognizable. When it came time to rip the bandage off, there were two options: carefully pull at the edges to prevent as much pain as possible, or rip it off quickly and feel it all at once. She wished they chose the last. She wished they faced it all head on instead of watching Marin’s eyes dim a little more each day.
Deep down, she knew that any choice would’ve left her in the same place: alone. Even though it wasn’t her decision to make, she had to sit in the mess she helped create. And it was that realization that would drop her to her knees, clutching her heaving chest as tears connected like sparkling pools on the floor below her.
It didn’t matter how long it’d been. It didn’t matter how many distorted ways she twisted reality, desperately trying to get it to make sense. The life she was left with was a shattered heart, pouring out before her as it filled any available space except within herself.
But tonight, it didn’t.
She wanted to. She had wanted to surrender to the hollowness within her, to let it consume her completely. It had been one year. One entire year since hearing her voice, sharing her space, breathing in her spicy scent. An entire year of emptiness in that house and deep within herself.
She couldn’t do it, though. It’d been the first day in such a longtime that a smile was drawn like effortless calligraphy across her face. It wasn’t just a smile confined to the corners of her mouth, the kind she displayed at work or to colleagues. This smile reached her eyes, a genuine glimmer of happiness. For a fleeting moment, she felt a distant tingle of joy seeping back into her bones, like an old friend returning–familiar yet still elusive.
She wasn’t a cynic or in a cliché depression. She didn’t sit and wallow in her feelings. She didn’t walk around with a scowl on her face and a meanness in her tone. She got out of bed each morning. She brushed her teeth.
She learned early on to bury it deep. Only in the confines of her own company did she ever allow herself to let go–only then. No one else knew. No one else could guess that behind those curled eyelashes and calculated smile, she was a different person than she was before. She was less of a person, even more cautious, if that was possible.
Julia moved down the hallway, her steps still unsteady. Her fingers trailed along the pictures lining the path to the bedroom, the glass ice to her fingertips. Those photographs captured fragments of a lifetime of love frozen in time.
She spent hours each week meticulously dusting the delicate frames, as if tending to them would somehow preserve the memories they held. There were countless times when she contemplated throwing them away, discarding them like relics of a past no longer needed. Yet, every time she grasped the cold edges of those frames, she’d look at the smiles on their faces and stop.
They captured tiny moments of what could have been a forever story. Pictures of the perfect couple, one that now only existed on that glossy paper. Maybe that was why she couldn’t bear to take them down; they were the only remnants of the past 15 years of her life that remained untainted in some way. They were the only things left without fissures of pressure cracking their very foundation.
Julia’s eyes moved from one photograph to another. In some, they were melting into each other’s arms–donned in flowing snow-white gowns–their smiles radiant with promises of a lifetime together. Their long hair glittering in the sunshine, not even compared to the light in their eyes. In others they were slicked with sweat, tanned shorts stained with dirt, outside Incan ruins that took fifteen hours to hike to, even though the map claimed it would take three. Some were on beaches, far away escapes where they were surrounded by nothing but each other’s sun-kissed bikini bodies and toes floating in turquoise waters.
They held an entire life fully lived, memories she wanted to hold on to, memories that should still be a possibility. They were reminders of what once was, reminders of the love and happiness they had shared. And so, they remained, testaments to a love that had withered but still possessed the power to stir something within her.
She pulled her eyes away from the photos and looked back at the front door. The sight of her briefcase dropped against the wall pushed that night right to the front–the night when the world stopped turning and the sun felt like it would never rise again.
***
Julia walked in after another late-night board meeting. She set her bag down beside the wall, except there was something already there. Her eyes were fixed on the gray suitcase perched purposefully beside the door with Marin’s gold purse secured on top. The handle was pulled up, ready to be taken at any moment.
Julia took in the sight of the packed suitcase. It felt like a mocking symbol of how easily their life together could be contained within its confines. The idea that everything could be neatly wrapped up and carried away was both tantalizing and terrifying. Could life truly be reduced to a few belongings and a journey to an unknown destination?
The house was quiet, still. Too still. Her heart sank.
How had she not seen it before? The signs were there, hidden beneath the gloss of a clean and perfect home, their routines and habits meticulously maintained. They’d fallen into the trap of complacency, content to keep up appearances while everything else withered away.
It would’ve come at some point, but it never really sunk in how far they had fallen. Their time together had run out; apparently, it had for a very long time. It was a pendulum, dancing in time, going through the motions with the knowledge that at some point, all movement would cease when the friction became too much. Except she was never privy to that knowledge.
The realization in her bones never met the haze in her head. They had an unspoken agreement, at least Julia thought they did. It was easier to keep the status quo, easier to live the life they created. It was easier to continue to pretend Marin still loved her as much as when they said their first I love you, than it was to figure out how to stop loving her. Ignorance is bliss, or whatever that bullshit line is.
Even with the possibility hiding in the deepest, darkest part of her mind, the suitcase hit her in the chest like a runaway train. It was never meant to be real. The irrational fears that ate away at her stomach, the knots that kept her awake at night, were never meant to be real.
“Oh!” Marin’s voice was full of surprise. She came around the corner from their bedroom, her long red hair straightened to a point, a matching duffle slung over her shoulder. She looked so composed, still dressed in a navy cocktail dress from the conference she had earlier that morning. “I thought you’d be home later.”
Julia was usually home later. At first it was finishing her doctorate, taking night classes to continue her full-time job, which paid for Marin’s dreamhouse in the middle of suburbia. Then it was the promotion and never-ending meetings chaining her to her desk at work. Compiled with volunteer work and school social events, Julia seemed like a guest in her own house at times. But isn’t that supposed to be the sacrifice of marriage?
“What are you doing?” Julia tried to steady her voice, but it came out as strained as her heart muscles felt. Her breath began to quicken, heat rising to her ears.
“I was hoping to put these in the car before you came in,” she continued softly, a careful touch to her tone, as she stepped towards her, “I didn’t want the bags to be the first thing you saw.”
The words sunk into Julia like a barbell falling to the bottom of a pool. How do you prepare for the moment when the world stops turning? What are your last words when it feels like your life is over–when you’re about to lose everything and there’s nothing to stop it?
That was it.
It didn’t matter that they began to grow apart years ago–that at some point they both noticed that kisses grew shorter–I love yous changed to see you soons. Their steamy date nights that once included stealing passionate kisses on empty sidewalks turned to forgotten anniversaries, distant flowers arriving at work instead of handed in person. A couple of late nights throughout the week turned into every night. Dinners alone turned into an empty, cold, king sized bed that always seemed larger than it did when they first bought it.
At some point, the cost of life–the cost of the life you chose–will tip the scales. It might sacrifice something big, like looking back and wishing you’d taken that job offer, wishing you made that move. It might sacrifice something small, like losing people along the way that were never really friends in the first place.
Sometimes, the cost is too great to even imagine. Sometimes, the cost of one’s old life for their chosen one can disintegrate the very thing they worked so hard for from the very beginning. Sometimes, it takes everything you hold dear. Sometimes, it takes it all.
“We can’t keep doing this,” Marin’s voice quivered, her eyes glossed with unshed tears.
She always had to be the strong one, always had to be the one that held her salt-soaked feelings for later. She took a tentative step forward, her hand reaching out, but Julia couldn’t bear to feel the warmth on her skin after so long without it.
With a sigh, Marin let her hand drop. “I got an apartment.” That last word hung in the air, cutting through their silence like shards of glass.
Marin been ready to utter those words? How long had she secretly searched for another place to call home, another bed to lie in? How long had she watched those suitcases in the closet of their bedroom and planned for that very moment?
It was probably the same amount of time that Julia spent staring into her crystal blue eyes while she focused on the television, desperate to find just a sliver of what Marin once felt for her in them. It was probably the same amount of time that Julia spent kneeling on the floor of the shower, not knowing where her tears started and the water ended. It was probably the same amount of time that she laid awake next to Marin, wishing she could feel the comfort of her body without having to ask for it.
Julia knew it was coming. They both did like a looming hurricane approaching land. But even when you know the storm is coming, you’re never really ready for the impact. You can batten down the hatches, hide in the bathtub, and squeeze your loved ones until you think it’s over. You can sit there and imagine how bad it will be–how much it will take from you–but you’re never really ready for the outcome.
Instead of running, they choose to sit and weather out the storm. They refused to leave the life built, too afraid of what would fall from it without their presence protecting it at all costs. Little did they know, they weathered out the storm as best they could, but there wasn’t anything left to go back to. There was no foundation sitting beneath the rubble to build upon.
Julia took a step back, needing space to gather her expanding thoughts and emotions. Her mind raced, searching for answers, for a way to salvage what was left. But deep down? She knew it all already slipped through her fingers. The foundation they had built already crumbled beneath the weight of unspoken truths.
“Okay,” was all that she could get out as she moved aside, leaving a clear path to the door.
Her teeth ground together. Her throat constricted as her palms grew clammy. A tremor ran through her joints, fear transforming into sheer terror as she fought to suppress her trembling. Marin won’t do this. She won’t actually leave.
That thought echoed in her mind, amplifying her anxiety. It felt as if her breath was being sucked out of her, as though a weight was dropped onto her chest, forever ingrained.
“Jules,” Marin began, her voice filled with a desperate rasp, “I want you to be happy.”
She hated how much she liked to hear Marin say her name that way, because it made Julia want to believe her. But she couldn’t. Marin didn’t act like she wanted her to be happy. She always said she worked too much, that she shouldn’t have gone back for her doctorate so soon, that they were too busy, that everything was fine when every fiber of Julia’s being was disintegrating before her very eyes.
She didn’t care about her happiness when, after a long day at work, Julia would lean in for a deep kiss–anything to escape and feel that glint of home–but Marin would pull away after a quick embrace. Julia would curl into her on the couch, looking up at her with wanting eyes and wandering hands. Marin would hold her hands gently, returning the gesture with a smile and peck on the forehead. Then she’d turn back to the television as if the remote didn’t have a pause button, as if she would miss something if she gave Julia one more second of herself.
Julia even dared to ask her out on dates. She knew how ridiculous it sounded. After 20 years with someone, having to ask them to go out and do something romantic? Pathetic. Even if it wasn’t romantic, she would have been over the moon. Ax throwing? Great idea. Golfing? Sounds fun. Want to take a walk around the town park and eat PB&J on a rickety bench? Any day, anywhere.
There was always some reason, something that was more important. Something more important, more important than Julia. There was always a thing that had to be done, a place to go, a person to see. Anything over the quiet intimacy of just Julia.
Julia. Julia. Julia.
It was too easy for Julia to blame herself, believing she was the root of the problem. Marin’s fuse shortened by the day and each time she snapped, something broke a little more inside her. Little things that didn’t mean anything became bullets to dodge.
Julia left her keys on the counter instead of hanging them by the door. Julia made potatoes with dinner when Marin wanted rice. Julia washed her tea mug when Marin wanted another cup. Sometimes Julia did too much. Sometimes she didn’t do enough.
Julia. Julia. Julia.
She wasn’t smart enough. She wasn’t quick enough. She wasn’t good enough. She never would be. That belief seeped so far into her bones that she knew the bullets were coming, one way or another. Sometimes a deafening silence stretched for miles in all directions, even when they sat in the same room. Sometimes, she heard Marin sigh and it submerged her concrete feet in place knowing she did something. But what?
If Marin wanted her happiness, she would have tried. She would have taken the time to piece back together the once exploding passion that they had instead of taking questions of what can I do differently and responding with you don’t like me or why are you always attacking me or I’m too tired for this right now. They were both tired. Every chance at communication turned into trenches to hide in, a war to concede. Oh, how Marin conceded.
At some point, a sane person stops trying. Julia didn’t ask for surprises or diamonds; she never asked for anything materialistic. All she wanted from the start was Marin. To be loved by Marin. To be wanted by Marin. The hurt of the subtle excuses–even when there were no excuses at all–become too much to bear.
Oh, Marin.
Maybe she wasn’t sane anymore. She was tired. Oh, God, was she tired. Even though Julia didn’t know it at the time, she let Marin go a long time before that day.
And so, Julia found herself standing there in front of the woman who stole her heart–the woman she would always love–with the word “okay” escaping her lips when nothing else in the world would ever be okay again.
So, she let her go. She let that single molecule of hope slip through her sleep deprived grasp and disappear into the cool dirt, so maybe someone else somewhere can find it of some use.
They say when you lose someone you love, someone who could make the sun set and rise again just for you, it feels like the world comes crashing down. That didn’t do it justice. That’s not even close to the truth. For Julia, her world didn’t simply collapse; it shattered into countless minuscule fragments that slipped through her trembling fingers like grains of sand. Her world didn’t just falter, waiting to be rebuilt; her world walked out of the door, taking something from her that could never be replaced.
The next day was the first in years that Julia called into work. She said she had a migraine, when really, she was glued to the kitchen table in the same clothes she wore the night before. Tear stains bordered the collar of her shirt, wrinkles patterning every other inch.
The rising sun shamelessly spewed light through the blinds, straining her tired eyes. Her hand clenched around her glass mug, lost in how many times she poured cold, black coffee into it, how many days she used that same cup without washing it.
The night stretched on as she stared at the clock on the wall, too afraid of what would crumble from her body if she moved, too afraid to step into any room where she could see Marin. She was terrified that if she stood up, everything within her would settle to her toes and then she’d realize just how much of herself was missing.
***
The hardest part of it all today was wondering with all that love, how could she come to terms with the fact that their marriage was no longer a marriage but a convenient comfort? They could deconstruct their very being down to the cell and trust that the other could piece them back together, every strand of DNA, just as it was. That was the type of vulnerability, the sheer transparency of their love. A person to rely on, a person who would always be there, a person that was home. Until she wasn’t. How can something that real disappear that fast?
She still couldn’t remember how long it took her to pick herself up and face life again. Did she ever truly find all the pieces? How many weeks passed until she could take a shower without collapsing into a ball on the floor, tears blending with the scalding water? How long was it before she stopped sleeping on the couch, before she stopped picking up soy milk from the store even though she wasn’t the one who drank it?
Would there ever be a day that didn’t start with a thought of Marin’s touch and end with the memory of her back walking out that door? That image haunted her dreams and kept her awake through the night–cold sweats seeping through layers of even the thickest cotton.
Now that she stood there in the hallway, still swaying, she knew she never really picked herself up off the floor. She was still that same broken woman that sat at that table; the same woman who still thought her red-haired beauty would walk back through that door and realize just how much she left behind.
With a sigh, she ran her hands through her hair and turned back towards the bedroom. The fact that she was in this big house alone–the very one that was built from Marin’s dreams, each peak exactly to her measurements–seemed like a cruel joke.
Julia would have been content in a small cottage on a lake. She wanted to read by candlelight and tend her gardens. She wanted to be the type of person who didn’t need anyone else. Not to open stuck pasta sauce jars. Not to grab anything off the top shelf; there are ladders for that. She wanted to choose to be alone instead of the person forced to be. Instead she’s surrounded by a past life she never asked for, one she especially doesn’t want it now.
She stood in the dimly lit bedroom, her eyes tired and heavy. She slipped out of her linen pants with one hand, letting them fall to the floor as she unclipped her earrings with the other. She tossed them carelessly onto the oak nightstand.
Her gaze fixated on the manila envelope that still sat on the table. It was irradiated–the streetlight, a single spotlight through the window. Six months ago it came in the mail, and she still couldn’t open it. She knew what it was, understood the finality that it held.
Time ran out. It was over, but she still wasn’t ready to sign on the dotted line. For her, it could never end like that. It wasn’t big enough. It didn’t equal the amount of years they had spent in each other’s arms. There was no final kiss. No begging. No apologies. No hesitance. It couldn’t be that easy. Their love couldn’t have been worth only that.
Maybe a part of her thought that if she put it off long enough, Marin would reach out and she could hear her voice again. Maybe she thought she would come back. Because one lazy Sunday afternoon they laid tangled in each other’s bare warmth under the sheets as dawn crept through their windows, and she said without a doubt, we have a once in a lifetime love, and Julia believed her. Oh God, did she believe her.
Too drained to change into even a comfortable t-shirt, Julia collapsed onto the bed in her bra and underwear. She curled beneath her satin comforter, the weight of it soothing her tired bones. As she laid there, soaking up the grating quiet of her bedroom, her mind continued to grapple with the whirlwind of what today meant. She tried to push it all aside, attempting to cling to the glimmer of her old self that crawled from the depths.
Her eyes were fixed on the fan that spun overhead. The streetlight in the window sprayed rays of light on the ceiling. The blades spun shadows out that danced above her in a never-ending circle. It was mesmerizing, and suddenly she couldn’t come up with one reason why she didn’t realize how calming it was until it had been spoken from Erin’s glossy lips.
Erin’s lips.
Her head still spun a little. Maybe it was from one drink too many, or maybe it was the look in Erin’s eyes when she smiled at her–the way her plump lips parted just slightly each time she looked at her. She found herself wishing she asked for her number. Maybe then she’d have the chance to ask about her work, what she found so interesting about the programs she evaluated.
Julia laid there soaking up the silence, the twirling blades circling as her mind battled with itself between all the reasons leaving so quickly was the best choice, and how she would give anything to be able to forget the world that easily again.



Chapter Four
The blaring buzz of her alarm clock at 4:00 a.m. painted the walls with a glaring red light, startling her from her brief hour and a half of sleep. As she rubbed her bloodshot eyes, it dawned on her that she actually fell asleep and even stayed asleep for that short amount of time.
She sat up and contemplated death. Regret pulsed through her head, throbbing with the remnants of the last drink she hastily consumed the night before. She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and her stomach lurched at the sickly tequila sloshing within her. Inhaling sharply, she stretched her toes onto the cold hardwood. She looked at the darkness through the window–the streetlight still the only brightness.
It would take one hell of a strong cup of coffee to tackle the day, because today of all days was the one that Julia called a faculty meeting before school. Today of all days was when she decided to stay out all night like a teenager.
She couldn’t remember the last time when she felt so young and reckless, a feeling she didn’t know could be so good. The thought forced her to smile as she stood in the kitchen and poured her dark coffee into a stained white cup.
She shuffled over to the couch, still rubbing her eyes, and retrieved her laptop from the coffee table. After falling into the plush cushions, she began reviewing the notes for her meeting. She had just one hour to prepare and then be out that door to set up the conference room for faculty.
Her phone buzzed in the pocket of her suit, and she picked it up without looking. At this hour, it could only be one person.
“Tell me again,” Keegan groaned through the phone, “why this meeting is not in the afternoon like usual?”
“What do you think will happen when all of our teachers get a surprise visit today from a state contracted employee in their classrooms without notice?”
“That’s what emails are for,” she mocked. Julia couldn’t help but laugh at the tone of her voice. “You taught me that everything can be an email these days.”
“You have to introduce the new hires, and I have to explain what the McSellen Corporation will be doing in our building.” Julia didn’t want faculty being blindsided by a corporate ass hovering in the back of their classroom.
The board of education hired an outside company of specialists from the McSellen Corporation to evaluate the effectiveness of the academic and social-emotional support their faculty provides students, but she was told to spin it as an improvement opportunity. Julia tried to explain that it would go over like a lead weight, but of course the board knew best.
“Have fun making everyone feel like their performance is lacking,” Keegan teased.
“Hey!” Julia argued, “you know that is far from the truth! Since I’ve been Superintendent of Kleinton High, our scores have skyrocketed. Plus, student involvement in and outside of school has tripled with the utilization of all our new clubs.” The other end of the phone was quiet, and then she heard Keegan chuckle.
“Sir, yes, sir! I love hearing you defend Kleinton.”
Julia grinned to herself. “I need to stop falling for your set ups.”
“You can’t say one single good thing about yourself, but you can brag about Kleinton all day. I’ll never understand it!” Julia could feel Keegan’s smile through the phone. “So, if everyone has the data proving our current success, why did the board of education hire McSellen?”
“Because the latest rating came out and we’re still second in the state,” Julia sighed, squeezing the bridge of her nose.
She and the board had long-term aspirations: to be the leading school in progressive education. Obviously, they felt she couldn’t meet that goal on her own, so they hired a specialist to shadow teachers, assist in annual evaluations, and analyze various ways Kleinton could be even better.
“Their pretentiousness gets old.”
“That’s your alma mater you’re talking about.”
“Don’t remind me,” Keegan groaned. “Listen, I still have to get the kids up, so I’ll see you shortly.”
“See you soon.” Julia smiled into the phone before ending the call.
By 7:30 a.m. her podium was meticulously arranged with her speaking notes. She clutched her fourth cup of steaming coffee in her trembling hand–too precious of a jewel to put down. The breakfast table, resembling a bountiful charcuterie board, overflowed with snacks.
She started reviewing the pronunciation of the new hires when Keegan walked in with her notebook ready in hand. She was one of those rare morning people, and Julia loved her for that. Typically, there was nothing more uplifting than arriving at the office before seven in the morning and finding one of her closest friends already there, spinning around in her office chair while jamming out to Shania Twain. But that morning? She could’ve brought it down a notch.
“Good morning sunshi–” She began to beam in a high pitched-voice but stopped dead in her tracks, her pinned black hair coming to a halt behind her. “What happened to you?”
“What,” Julia choked on her coffee, “do you mean?”
Her hand instinctively reached towards her hair, flattening down stray hairs like that would help. She scrubbed every inch of her body that morning and tried to hide all of her tiredness deep down. She even took the extra time to accentuate the curls in her blonde hair, hoping it would pull attention from her puffy, sleepless eyes. Apparently, that didn’t work.
“You look like you pulled an all-nighter!” Keegan laughed, setting her things down on the table in a cluttered mess. She brushed the front of her lavender dress, starkly contrasting against the color of her hair, and then rested both hands on the table.
Julia could’ve lied. She could’ve said she was up all night reviewing the month’s budget reports. She could’ve said she was taking one last look over applications for their much-needed substitute positions. She could’ve said she didn’t sleep well and avoided giving one more thought to the woman who took her breath away, the woman she would never see again.
“I might have been out a little too long last night.” Julia nervously tried to catch her reflection in the window. “Lost track of time. Do I look that bad?”
“Julia Jenner,” she gasped, “you lose track of time? You stay out too long?”
“Oh, stop!”
“Who are you and what have you done with the esteemed Dr. Jenner? You know, the one born with a stick up her ass?”
“I’m so not that bad,” Julia retorted, but she couldn’t hold back her smile.
Keegan, finally noticing the breakfast table to her right, asked, “were you at least having fun?”
“I actually got caught up in a nice conversation with a complete stranger. It was so,” she paused, searching for the right words, “refreshingly comforting.”
Keegan just observed her for a moment, studying her expression. “You’re blushing!” She gaped, her brown eyes widening. “You’re freaking blushing!”
“What?” Julia jumped. She most certainly was not. She raised one hand to her cheek and could feel the heat radiating off of it before she even touched skin.
“Alright, you need to spill it!”
“There’s nothing to spill.” Julia turned to take another sip of her coffee in the most nonchalant way she could muster.
“The Julia Jenner I know does not blush!” Keegan playfully nudged her shoulder. “I haven’t seen you with a grin like that in…”
“A long time,” Julia spoke quietly, the empty air in the room growing somber.
Keegan’s smile faded as she walked over to Julia and gave her a gentle hug. Not many knew about her and Marin. She was still called Mrs. Jenner when she wasn’t called doctor. If anyone pieced it together, they didn’t mention it.
They used to attend all school events together: prom, fundraisers, theater productions, football games. As the last three years passed, it slowly whittled away. After so many excuses, so many times others inquired about her whereabouts, people stopped asking where her partner in crime was. Julia was relieved at that point. She almost began believing that Marin was actually busy at work or out of town. That was, until she came home to her asleep on the couch with a cold cup of tea on the table, the television blaring in the background.
Just thinking about Marin brought her back to her favorite event they attended together. It was the last prom Marin helped chaperone. As the lights dimmed, students rested their heads on taller shoulders. Marin turned to her from the wall they leaned against and asked her to dance. They swayed in the corner, hands cupped in the small of each other’s backs. They smiled and laughed, completely smitten with the puppy love of their own infatuation, even after all those years. It was like nothing else existed, not even the students surrounding them. That moment, that instance of pure happiness, was engraved into her memory like a necklace that hung over her heart; something she’d never take off.
She felt no need to bring her personal life into her work anymore. She’d pretend it was fine until she couldn’t, or until everyone forgot Marin existed. Whichever came first. She had time. She could wait it out.
“Alright,” Julia sighed and straightened her pale blue suit jacket.
She fluffed her curls, wiped beneath her eyes, and took a deep breath. She just needed to get through the hecticness of what that day would be, and then she could retreat to the sanctity of her office and reset. She just needed to make it through the hour.
“So,” Keegan continued in her usual business-like manner, always knowing when to drop a subject, “I’ll take care of the housekeeping and review the upcoming meetings for the month and remind everyone about the past due student evaluations for their intervention reports.”
“That would be great! My plan is to keep this as short and sweet as we can.”
Julia turned her attention back to the coffee in front of her. Keegan nodded with agreement as she stuffed a chocolate donut hole into her mouth.
“Next time, can you get some of those ones with the cream on the inside?” she asked, her mouth overfull and open.
“The ones with Bavarian cream?”
“Yeah, those ones!”
“You do know you can pick them up anytime yourself?” Julia grinned. “You live right next to the bakery.”
“They taste better when someone else buys them,” she snorted, picking up another danish.
Julia flipped through her papers once more as chatter filled the room. Coffee mugs clinked on tables and chairs screeched across the freshly waxed floor. A gentle, chaotic hum floated through the air as they readied their space and grabbed snacks for their seats.
“Julia!” Jonathan yelled from the doorway, his arms brushing his red tie as he flung them in the air. “I got it! I got the grant! I didn’t think they’d give it to a new teacher, but they did!”
“What?” Julia exclaimed. “That’s absolutely phenomenal! For the entire high school?”
“Yes!” He beamed. “9th through 12th grade will now have the honor of seeing a Broadway show in New York City. I couldn’t have done it without the dozens of phone calls you made to the grant committee.”
“The students are lucky to have you, Mr. Brycen.”
“Thank you, truly, for all of your support, Mrs. Jenner.”
He took his seat as the rest of the faculty strolled in. She stepped to the side to finish discussing last-minute change with Keegan. Once everyone had their breakfast, Keegan got right to business.
“And with that little tidbit about the missing cookies from the cafeteria,” Keegan finished the last information on her agenda, “Dr. Jenner will catch everyone up on the more important items today.”
Julia took the podium and began her spiel. She congratulated those who held everything together during their staff shortage and welcomed the new teachers while praising their previous accolades. She promised more substitutes in the Spring–that little note sending an applause through the crowd.
Then it was to the point she dreaded. She watched numerous eyes roll and almost inaudible sighs permeate the room as she described the purpose and intentions behind the board’s choice. She could tell all they heard was an outsider would be invading their space and scrutinizing their teaching.
“This could really inform our instruction,” Julia’s speaking voice was loud and commanding as she projected to the near hundred educators before her, “and as we strive for excellence here at Kleinton, we should continue to be open to constructive criticism as we always have been. I know you will welcome whomever arrives later today and reach out to them with any questions you may have on ways we can better serve our students. You will also see their face in some of your classrooms as we share the responsibilities of each of your annual evaluations. I’ll be sending out the name of the McSellen representative as soon as I have that information, along with a schedule of available time for you to work with them one-on-one.”
There was always something about the way she spoke. She could convince a group of apes to work together if she had to. She knew how to talk, to spin words in such a way that people felt responsible for the outcome. That’s what made her such a good administrator. People looked up to her, trusted her, and knew she would fight any battle she had to for them.
Julia was about to wrap up with a note about the Broadway grant as well as an appreciative thank you for their consistent hard work as she did every meeting, when she caught the eye of someone leaning against the doorway.
Her white heels perfectly matched her blouse. Black pants hugged her hips, stopping just above her ankles. A silver diamond-wrapped pearl hung between her cleavage, drawing Julia’s eyes. A navy blazer hung effortlessly off her shoulders, caressing her in all the right places. She stood so confidently, one hip leaning on the door frame with her arms crossed in front of body. Gleaming brown hair caught the light, just like last night.
Imposing. Dominant. Alluring. Completely unavoidable.
They locked eyes and Erin pursed her lips, fighting what looked like a grin. Julia pulled her gaze away, but all she could think about was how it felt when they melted together–the fireworks that exploded in every nerve of her body.
Julia forgot to breathe. Her mind spun in a million different ways and it all landed on one thought: what is she doing here? She coughed lightly as she took a sip of her coffee. The flush that started in her chest began to creep to her cheeks. She wouldn’t have been as flustered any other time, but this was her work and that was the woman who sauntered into her very short dreams last night.
“As always,” Julia rushed to continue, holding onto whatever composure she had left, “thank you for your time today and every day. What you do here matters, and it’s seen. Please take some snacks on your way out!”
Everyone applauded–not for her motivational speech, but more for the food–as they gathered to grab another donut or pastry before heading out to the start of their classes. Julia attended to the concerns and questions of those who caught her attention on their way out. Her presence was a revolving door of I’m still working on that, I will add that to the schedule, of course we can move that meeting to Thursday, and so on.
“Mrs. Jenner, I’ll meet you back at the office!”
By the time Keegan’s voice traveled to her, she was halfway down the hallway with two teachers following. She looked up to see Keegan’s back as she walked away, accidentally catching Erin’s eyes before turning back to the last teacher in front of her. That wasn’t noticeable, right?
Erin’s eyes seemed to turn downward, her smile running from her face. She moved towards the back of the room, her heels tapping on the floor–isolated in Julia’s head like the tick of a clock in an empty room. Erin waited for the last of those who were still picking at pastries from the table to leave.
Julia couldn’t focus. She nodded, agreed, and offered appointments to those who needed more of her time, but after they left, she couldn’t remember for what or who. She said anything to get the rest of them out of that room, out of the view of how her eyes landed on Erin no matter where she moved. The only thing she could focus on was the heat in her cheeks, the sweat pooling in her palms, and the thought of Erin’s eyes on her.
It was supposed to be one last kiss. One last kiss for her to look back and think about how she could have, should have, made the choice to not leave. Not one last kiss for that woman to be standing before her, torn between wanting to do it all over again and jumping out the second floor escape window to avoid the inevitable conversation coming next.
As the last teacher walked out, Julia desperately rushed her papers into a pile without ever looking up. She heard Erin’s heels tap closer on the floor behind her, slowly approaching the podium she hid behind. This could not be happening. It can’t be her, and it most certainly can’t be here.
“You can’t be here,” Julia whispered under her breath.
Erin remained silent, confusion and amusement tingeing her face. Julia returned to her futile attempt at organizing the scattered papers before her, avoiding eye contact at all costs.
“Good Morning, Mrs. Jenner,“ her voice rang. “My name is Erin Calanis.” She sounded as unsteady as Julia’s hands. “I’m the lead evaluator of the McSellen Corporation for Education Reform.”
Julia’s jaw dropped, and not in the metaphorical sense. She stood there dumbfounded, her mouth agape, unable to form a coherent response. She turned her body to see Erin’s hand outstretched, her calm face not matching the shake heard from her voice. Even at that moment when she wished she had a hole to crawl into–a deep dark place to hide until she forgot what Erin’s lips tasted like–she didn’t want to be looking at anyone else.
“Hello.” Julia took her hand and gently shook it, goosebumps forming under her jacket from the softness of her familiar skin. “I’m Dr. Julia Jenner, Superintendent of Kleinton High.”
Her voice was strong, fighting to the death to hide any hesitance. She had nothing to be embarrassed about. She was a grown woman, and it didn’t matter with who or where she spent her time, even if it was a stranger. As long as they could move past everything, forget they ever met before, it would be fine. Right?
“So, management, huh?” Erin’s grin reappeared, her green eyes twinkling with amusement.
Julia glanced around, aware that a few teachers still lingered in the hallway. She leaned closer and whispered, “do you think we could have this conversation at another point?”
Erin’s face flushed before she quickly attempted to redirect the discussion. “Oh, of course. I apologize for eavesdropping. Whenever I’m at a new school, I like to attend the first meeting to observe the staff’s reactions. It helps me anticipate any potential pushback during the process.”
“That’s completely understandable.”
“I just didn’t expect it to be so early.”
Erin made every attempt to lighten up the situation, but Julia couldn’t do it. She couldn’t stand there and banter like she hadn’t been thinking about tearing her clothes off just last night.
“I know we have a meeting planned for this morning,” Julia spoke cautiously, “but I just had an appointment come up.”
Erin’s expression shifted, a hint of disappointment crossing her features. “Oh.”
“If it is okay with you,” Julia said slowly, calculating all possible reactions, “can we push it to tomorrow morning instead? You could use the time to get a layout of the school and meet some of the other staff.”
“Of course,” Erin responded quickly. Too quickly. “I’ll touch base with your secretary about your availability.”
And just like that, she was gone. The sound of her heels tapped down the hallway and Julia had to tell herself to look away. How did she look so perfect after having the same amount of sleep when she felt and looked like death rolled over on a humid June day?
She closed the door of the meeting room, shutting out the tapping of heels, as she stripped off the suit jacket that steamed her up from the inside out. Panic gripped her, running her hands through her hair until not a curl was left.
It wasn’t that she regretted that kiss; it made her feel more alive in that short hour than she did in years. It was about her reputation. She was a model to not only her students, but her faculty too. What message would she send if someone found out she was at a bar, on a weekday, with another woman, when almost everyone still thought she was married to Marin?
That’s when the root of it hit her: she was still legally married to Marin. That envelope with the divorce papers still sat at her bedside; untouched, unsigned. What if she had gone home with Erin? What if she let her feelings take over and explode from her pores like a tsunami? She would’ve been a married woman sleeping with a stranger, and that settled worse in her stomach than anything else.
She looked up to the ceiling where fluorescent bulbs shone on her face, and she found herself wishing there was a twirling fan to take her mind away.
“This isn’t that bad,” she muttered, pressing her hands against the podium. “Marin has been gone for 366 days,” not that she was counting, “and at this point, it’s practically a legal separation!”
She plopped back down in the chair, slouching like one of her 9th graders in study hall. The word “separation” tasted like dry soap bubbles. She never spoke those words aloud before. And now, here she was talking to herself. Now she’s one of those people.
She knew logistically it could be considered a separation, but it wasn’t to her. Every time she looked down at her left hand and saw the tan line where her ring used to lay–a small white line screaming at her between years of sun-soaked skin–she knew she was still married. She felt that she would always be Marin’s–a permanent imprint of her fingertips on every inch of her skin, worn perfectly to fit her body.
When she made it back to her office, her jacket slung across her arm, Keegan looked at her with concern, but she just brushed it off with a smile and a wave. She realized once she closed the door and caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror, how ridiculous she actually looked.
Her long blond hair was unflatteringly pulled behind her ears, her suit already wrinkling, and at some point, she rubbed off the foundation that hid her tired eyes. She gathered her long strands and hastily twisted them into a messy bun, securing it with a few stray bobby pins. Glancing at the mirror, she reapplied her concealer, trying to mask obvious signs of exhaustion.
She was determined to make it through this godforsaken day, even if it killed her. Well, with her track record so far, it might.
She kept her jacket off, slightly mortified that she walked through the halls with nothing covering her chest or shoulder. The amount of damage control necessary after today would be insurmountable. She let out a sigh as she settled into her chair, feeling a wave of frustration wash over her.
“Pull yourself together,” she groaned, wondering when she became the crazy lady who talked to herself, when she got to the point where there was no one to listen to her misguided excuses but the echo in her head.
To her left, piles of evaluations sat waiting for her attention, while her right was filled with a calendar brimming with tasks and meetings. In front of her was her opened computer, the bright number fourteen identifying her unread emails in the short one hour since she checked them last.
Right when she began mentally prioritizing what to tackle first, her door opened with a knock. Keegan entered, closing the door behind her as she stepped inside, her flowing purple dress rustling with the movement.
“You don’t have to knock if you’re going to open the door anyway.” Julia smirked, picking up some random papers off her desk in a desperate attempt to look busy.
Concern etched Keegan’s face as she took a seat in front of Julia. “Are you okay?”
“Me?” Julia tried so desperately to laugh it off. “Of course! The usual business for mid-year. I’ll get it all together today, though. You’ll have those evaluations to process by Monday. How’s the sabbatical grant applications going?”
Keegan arched her eyebrows as she settled in. She didn’t buy it. If Erin wasn’t somewhere within that building, she would have been able to sit there and tell Keegan everything. With her there, her mind chaotically hurdled towards a game of 52 pickup and she didn’t even like cards.
“At least you look better. Oh, what nice shoulders and cleavage we’re showing today, Dr. Jenner.”
Julia looked down to see that she was, in fact, right. Quickly, she pulled at the fabric, making sure her chest was fully covered, and then reached for the jacket hanging by her side. She put it back on, shooting a frustrated glare at Keegan. What a fucking mess!
“It got hot for a moment.”
“Mhm,” she grinned mischievously. “Menopause already?”
“You are so funny! You can shoot me when that happens.”
“Not if I don’t beat you to it first.” She winked. “Okay, I’m done teasing.” Keegan began to stand but froze mid-step. “You just seem off today and I wanted to see if I could do anything.”
“I appreciate that,” Julia said honestly, a smile on her lips but a sigh escaping her mouth. “But I am okay.” She looked down at the disarray of papers on her desk, searching for any opportunity to change the topic. “Are you still coming over this weekend?”
Keegan’s face instantly lit up. “I wouldn’t miss a football game and your ridiculously upscaled snacks for anything. Oh! And the wine is a bonus, too.” She turned towards the door and then stopped. “Ah! I almost forgot: Ms. Calanis is waiting for you outside. She has a few questions about the plan for Monday.”
Julia’s heart skipped a beat. At that point she was fully composed, but it felt like the window was open and all of it was floating out with the winter wind. She still hadn’t considered what she was going to say to Erin, how she was going to explain it all. She didn’t know what she could do to convince her to not tell McSellen or the board any of it.
“Please send her in.” Her voice was as steady as Roman marble, but she refused to check whether her chest was as red as it felt.
“Ms. Calanis, Mrs. Jenner is available for you now,” Keegan’s voice drifted from a distance.
In the span of a breath Erin was standing in front of the door, motioning to see if it was okay for her to close it. Julia nodded as she set down the pen and planner she picked up just seconds before Keegan turned to leave.
“Please have a seat, Ms. Calanis. We are so happy that you’re here.”
Julia watched Erin take a seat, her smile remaining intact. She couldn’t help but admire the way Erin carried herself, so confident and composed, while Julia’s own emotions were a tangled mess.
“Mrs. Jenner,“ she emphasized the first word, making Julia’s stomach drop, “you can call me Erin.”
“Erin,” Julia corrected herself, trying to seem as casual as she could, as if she didn’t hear the enunciation of Mrs. just seconds before.
She hadn’t even considered what a title of Mrs. would mean to Erin. She probably thought she was this awful person: almost middle-aged, promiscuously married, irresponsibly educating young minds, and an alcoholic to boot. Even worse, one that hangs out in bars late on school nights. One that lies about there not being someone else in her life.
She was not that person. Not in the least. Her life was messy enough without adding anything to it, without a woman sitting in front of her at work who looked even younger in daylight. Without that woman being someone she had kissed and so badly, even at that point of embarrassment, wanted to do it again.
“I know you suggested meeting tomorrow,” she began, “but as I walked around the school outside, I realized that ‘tomorrow’ is actually Saturday.”
Julia couldn’t help but notice that her brown freckles scattered like stars on her olive-colored skin. Even though they were in her office, Erin’s presence held herself above all else. How could she stay so level-headed when Julia had to remind herself to breathe?
“Oh, I’m sorry. That was definitely an oversight on my part. Of course we can’t meet tomorrow–there’s no school.” But she knew she would if it meant she could listen to her voice just a little longer. “Did you say you were walking around the school outside? It’s freezing.”
“I needed a breath of fresh air.” Erin’s cheeks took on a pink hue. So, she wasn’t all composure.
Julia watched as that wrapped pearl necklace heaved with her chest. Maybe Erin was flowing through the same roller coaster of emotions.
“I know you will probably suggest meeting Monday, but I planned on starting my rounds with the Social Studies Department Monday morning.” Erin paused, as if contemplating whether or not she could really ask the next question with fear of rejection creeping up in the back of her throat. “Would you be open to me treating you to dinner tonight instead?”
Julia immediately and very visibly tensed as she shifted her weight in her chair. Erin smoothed out her already straight blazer and squeezed her eyes closed. Julia couldn’t believe the words that just came out of her mouth. She couldn’t possibly. Not now. Not with the implications of their employers.
“As colleagues,” Erin interjected, too aware of the way Julia’s cheeks began to change color, “to discuss our schedule of events.”
“Ms. Calanis–”
Julia purposefully used her last name to keep a distance between them. She needed distance. She needed to be far away from their situation. She wanted to forget anything ever happened. But deep down, did she really?
Erin’s shoulders slumped as if the formality cut through her hope like a blade.
“Listen–” Erin pulled her chair closer to Julia’s, the movement sending perfume sailing toward her in seductive waves.
Without even thinking, Julia could feel her arm gravitating towards her. How could she work with her for months when she couldn’t even be in the same room without thinking about what it would feel like to touch her skin again?
“I understand that this situation is uncomfortable for both of us,” Erin continued, her voice filled with sincerity, “but considering the upcoming months of this evaluation, we’ll be working closely together.”
Julia couldn’t help but latch onto the word “close.”
“You’re right,” she admitted. “I’m sorry. We obviously have a lot to talk about, both personally and professionally.”
Distance, she minded herself. They needed distance.
“And I have a feeling this may not be where you want to have some of those conversations, Mrs. Jenner.”
It seemed like a tease, but once again, the word Mrs. throbbed like a fresh bee sting. Erin’s face was caught between a sly smile and sincere hurt.
“That’s not what it sounds like. I mean, it is, but it isn’t. I’m not…” Julia trailed off, not able to finish a single thought. How could she explain that she really wasn’t married when those papers still sat untouched? How could she defend her actions?
“So, there is someone else…” Erin’s voice carried a hint of hope, but how could she? There’s a professional obligation, responsibilities, and their reputation on the line.
“No,” Julia sighed, sounding defeated. “There’s no one romantically in my life.”
She wanted to make it clear. She was not a cheater, and even though nothing could happen between them, she couldn’t bear the thought of Erin perceiving her that way.
Erin’s expression lifted, her body straightening. “Well, that’s a start.”
It was the type of smile that made Julia’s lips part as she pulled her hands to her lap. It felt like when all the lights on a stage dim and only one spotlight remained. It was impossible for a stranger’s presence to feel that familiar, to feel that warm.
“Yes,” Julia replied, and she smiled too. “It is a start, and yes, we can talk everything over at dinner.”
This is a very bad idea. But they had to at least try to be acquaintances, even for a few short months. She could do it. She could fix whatever their situation was.
“You mean, I can take you to dinner,” Erin corrected.
“No. Don’t push your luck! I’m paying. Consider it a welcome to the area dinner.”
“I feel like I was welcomed pretty well.” Erin winked.
Julia genuinely laughed with a hand held over her mouth, and so did Erin. Out of all the people that McSellen could send, she was happy it was someone so easy to open up to. Deep down, she was actually relieved. She felt so nervous for the possibility of a hardass coming in and misconstruing the work they do. For some reason, without even knowing her, she trusted Erin.
“I’m pretty sure you did all the welcoming,” Julia teased.
“I’ll pick the place. I can pick you up at seven?”
“You pick the place? You’re the one new to the area! And pick me up? This is a work meeting, not a date. I can meet you there at seven.”
“But I’m the explorer, remember? I have the perfect place in mind.” She turned, one hand on the doorknob. “Do you not like surprises?”
“In my defense, surprises in my line of work are never good.”
“Right.” Erin grinned again, her freckles stretching upward to her eyes. “I hear management is tough.”
Zinger.
“Well, how can I meet you there if I don’t know where we are meeting?”
Erin approached, positioning herself even closer than before. Leaning over Julia’s desk, she jotted something down on a piece of paper. That silver necklace dangled in front of Julia’s face, and she had to tell herself not to look past it.
Erin’s hair smelled of magnolias on a dewy morning–the scent of early spring kissing Earth–and it took everything in Julia to not watch her as she wrote, to not catch her eyes as she stood. It felt like there was an energy between them, vibrating every particle until it would leave no option other than them touching.
“Here’s my number.” Erin held out the paper. “Text me yours and I’ll reply with the address.”
“Text? You do realize you could just tell me now.”
Their hands grazed each other as Julia took the paper, their fingers lingering just a second longer than accidental before letting go.
“But, then I wouldn’t have your number, and I’m sure down the road there’ll be something important I’ll have to get a hold of you for.” Erin tried to hold back her grin as she walked towards the door. “For work, of course,” she added, just before disappearing down the hallway.



Chapter Five
Looking at the little piece of paper still in her hand, she listened as the clack of Erin’s heels on tile echoed in the distance. That conversation should have been entirely awkward and embarrassing, but it wasn’t. It was easy. Too easy.
Julia could still smell magnolia clinging to the air, but then it was gone. She took a deep breath and leaned on her desk, her face buried in her hands. If they were going to work with each other professionally, she’d have to limit that teasing banter. She’d have to get a hold of herself.
It’d be hard enough to focus around Erin knowing how her lips felt, let alone have to look at that smile. The thought of Erin’s lips curled Julia’s mouth into a smile from ear to ear just as Keegan walked back into the room with an updated meeting schedule flopping in her hands.
Stopping at the doorway, Keegan matched Julia’s upward grin. She closed the door behind her, casting a quick glance in both directions to ensure no one else was approaching, before taking the seat Erin was just in.
“Okay, Julia,” she sighed, plopping the papers on the desk in a heap, “what’s making you smile like that now?”
Julia joked, turning in her chair to face away from Keegan, pretending to file a few papers while she wiped the grin off her face, “obviously these budget reports.”
“How long have we known each other?”
Julia had to consider it for a moment–the years of their friendship mending into an unspeakable bond.
“I think,” she answered finally, “we’re probably coming up on almost 10 years.”
“Exactly. I know everything about you and I know that you don’t go smiling like that over nothing, especially not with being under a microscope of McSellen.”
Of course, she had a point. McSellen was the enemy right now. If anyone else were to look at her, they’d see a professional who always strived for perfection; a published author in many academic journals, a leader in her community, and a friend to all. She’s someone who takes care of each and every student in that school as if they’re her own. She’s the person to everyone, and Keegan knew she wouldn’t be this giddy on a day like today.
“Well?” Keegan’s voice broke through Julia’s thoughts with the force of a hammer.
“No judgment?”
“Listen first, laugh later.” As it should be.
“Do you remember when I said I stayed out too late?” Julia asked, her voice slow and cautious, avoiding eye contact as she glanced back at her planner.
“Yes.” Keegan drew out the word, her eyes narrowing with suspicion.
“It was one year yesterday.”
Suddenly, the room felt suffocatingly small. Any hint of teasing enjoyment vanished from Keegan’s brown eyes. She reached out and held Julia’s hand, which unconsciously clenched itself into a fist on the desk.
“I didn’t know.” She shook her head apologetically.
“It’s okay.” Julia gave a plastic smile, one not reaching her eyes. She had to focus to push back the tears. “I, um, I couldn’t go home. I tried and I just couldn’t do it. So, I got in my car and just drove. I stopped at The Tipsy Hatter to clear my head. A woman sat next to me and we talked for nearly an hour–not about anything of consequence. It was almost like we were just both content in the company.” Julia rushed through her words, fearing that if she didn’t blurt it all out at once, she might lose the courage to share any of it.
“I’m happy you had someone.” Keegan spoke quietly, squeezing Julia’s hand softly. “I wish you would’ve called me.”
“You had little Joey’s recital, and by the time I looked at the clock, I’m sure you were long asleep.” She gave a small smile; she felt so small. “I didn’t want to bother you.”
“It is never a bother. I would drop everything for you.” There was a calming moment of silence between them. “So, is that conversation what has been keeping you smiling like a little schoolgirl?”
Julia nodded and then added, “There was a kiss… or two.”
“Kiss!” Keegan shouted too loud, slapping a hand across her face to shut herself up. “Julia Jenner,” she gasped.
“She kissed me!” Julia defended. “And then I kissed her,” she admitted, her hands covering her face in embarrassment. “Oh my God, Keegan. I haven’t had anyone look at me like that in…” She looked up and caught her eyes changing from astonishment to pity in an instant. She hated that look.
“Was there more than a kiss?” Keegan’s eyes sparkled with curiosity, wanting every little detail.
“Almost,” Julia blushed, “but no. I couldn’t. I already felt like a stupid teenager kissing a stranger in a bathroom, of all places!”
“But you know you could, right?”
They’ve had this conversation countless times before. Keegan, being the supportive best friend she was, tried relentlessly to help Julia move on, but she couldn’t bring herself to close that wound. It wasn’t that she was that stuck in the past; she was just hopelessly hopeful. She clung to that hope, that little glimmer of light, so tightly that it became a part of her.
“I couldn’t.”
“You could.”
“I can’t.”
“Mmm… But you can.”
“Keegan, you don’t–” Julia started to protest, but she was interrupted.
“You,” her voice grew stern, “deserve to be happy, Julia. You deserve happiness more than anyone else I know. You are allowed to immerse yourself in those moments of happiness and let them wash over you, because you deserve every bit of it, no matter how small.”
Julia teared at the words. How could she deserve happiness when she drove away the person she loved the most? How could she deserve love, to be loved? Did she not love Marin enough, or did she love her too much? How could anyone want to be around her when the one person who was supposed to be her forever couldn’t run fast enough? Most days, she couldn’t even bear to look in the mirror and face the person she had become, let alone imagine being with someone else.
“Be a teenager in a grungy bathroom,” Keegan begged. “No one cares.”
“That’s not even the worst part.” Her voice cracked as she wiped her tears with a tissue from her desk. “It was Erin.”
“Erin?”
“Calanis,” Julia sighed, the tissue still pressed against her eyes.
“The McSellen rep?”
“Yes.”
“At the bar?”
“Yes.”
“Holy shit!”
“I know,” Julia groaned. Keegan’s jaw dropped, her eyes wide with pure amusement. She stood, unsure of what to do with her antsy legs.
“She’s hot!” Keegan emphasized the words with a mountainous bounce of her eyebrows. She closed her mouth and it turned to another one of her devilish grins. Her mind was always in the gutter, always full of feathers lightening the mood.
“She has to be half my age!”
“And that matters because?”
“Because I’m sure she’s young enough to be my child.”
“But she’s not a child.”
“Because it would be professionally irresponsible! A conflict of interests, amongst other things!”
“And?” Keegan smirked.
“I don’t even know why she sat down next to me in that bar last night, anyway.”
“Probably because you’re beautiful.”
“Oh, please,” Julia groaned.
“Maybe because you have kind eyes.” Keegan stared seriously before her voice grew softer. “Maybe because she noticed how when you don’t think anyone is looking, your smile fades.”
She didn’t finish her thought, but Julia knew what she was referring to. She fought day and night to hide it. She did everything in her power to make sure no one else knew she fell apart in the darkness, that some nights she still didn’t find the energy to pick herself off of the couch.
“So,” she continued, “talk to a stranger. Kiss a beautiful woman. Do whatever you need to do to feel like the old you.”
“I wish it was that easy.” Julia sighed, turning her chair slightly towards the window.
A single tear escaped from her eye, rolling down her pale cheek in an itchy river before dripping off her chin. She looked at the window, still no sun in sight. She squeezed her eyes closed, wishing for the feeling of dawn just waiting in the distance.
Was she afraid to let someone else in? Or was she afraid of what that would mean in the long run? Was she afraid that it would mean she was finally stepping forward, that there was nothing left behind to wait for? Or was she just afraid to be happy?
What the hell is happiness, anyway? She thought she and Marin were happy. She thought she finally landed at the point in her life where she belonged. But it was a mirage, a story she convinced herself of just to keep the shadows at bay. If she let anyone in like that again, it could all disappear right before her eyes. Once again, she’d have nothing but pictures on a quiet wall to remind her of what could have been.
“It is, Jules. For once,” her voice pleaded, “it can be that easy. For once, choose you.”
That weight of that last word hung in the air like a frozen raindrop, waiting to crash into a million breaths. Her. At some point, she would have to choose herself. At some point, she’d have to put her old life behind her and move on. She’d have to remove those pictures on the walls. She’d have to stop looking at every place Marin belonged and accept that it just wasn’t their time.
Time can be a graceful and giving thing, but it can also take everything away in an instant. They say it’s supposed to balance out in the end, that the bad doesn’t win, but why do we trust so much in something we can’t see to make all those choices for us? Sometimes it feels like a roll of the dice, where some are fortunate while others are left with nothing. Julia seemed to always be the latter–the person who gave everything and then some. Even the scale wasn’t there to pick her spent body off the floor.
“So, what are you suggesting? A fling with this beautiful young woman for what?” she paused, considering the timeline. “The few months she’s here for?”
“Honey, it’s called the rebound.”
“It sounds inappropriate,” Julia whispered, and they both laughed. “I don’t think I need a secret lover.”
“No one said you’d have to keep it a secret. There’s nothing wrong with having a platonic fling.”
“You’re killing me!” A faint chuckle escaped from Julia’s throat.
It wasn’t that it was a funny situation. It was that every emotion came rushing at her all at once and the only options were to cry or laugh, and so she laughed at the thought of her almost 40-year-old self having a fling until she had tears welling in her eyes. Keegan sat back down and watched her let it all out, watched as her chest rose and fell with deep amusement. After she wiped her eyes, Julia looked up at her concerned face.
“I love you.” Julia stood from her desk and wrapped her arms around her friend.
“I love you, too.” Keegan squeezed. “I just want the old you back. I know you miss her, too.”
She whispered the last part and Julia’s heart broke. Julia missed her too, but she didn’t know how to tell her best friend that the person she misses no longer exists.
“Erin and I are meeting later to clear the air.” Julia took her seat again, still wiping her eyes. “We’re going to discuss how we can put this behind us and focus on the school. That is why she’s here, after all. I can’t have a relationship with someone hired to do my job for me.”
“Mhm,” Keegan rolled her eyes. “When was the last time you got laid?”
Julia’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. They’ve joked about this topic over one too many classes of wine on a Saturday night, but Keegan had never asked it that seriously.
“Keegan!”
“I’m serious, Julia. Woman, you have to know how beautiful you are. When was the last time you got some?”
“We are not discussing this.”
“Come on! You’re funny, and smart, and the kindest person I’ve ever met. Damn!” Keegan smiled. “You’re the whole package!”
“Where’s your decency? We’re at work!”
“I am sure there would be women lining up along the road if they knew you were available. You should let someone remind you of that.”
“Yeah, in the Kleinton population of 972,” Julia rolled her eyes, “there’s a lot of lesbian bachelors roaming around.”
“If I swung that way, I would date you.” Keegan grinned.
“Gross!” Julia grimaced, barely able to hide the smile she fought.
“That’s not an answer, Julia.”
“I’m still married.”
“Sign the papers.” Keegan’s voice drastically turned somber, her eyes visibly hurting. It wasn’t a joke anymore. She was serious. “It’s been long enough. She isn’t coming back.”
“I know,” Julia whispered as her eyes fell to the planner below her. “I know.”
***
When Julia arrived home later that day, she dropped her belongings at the door and made her way straight to the bedroom. Her heels were still on, wet and muddy from the afternoon rainstorm. She picked up the crisp envelope that was sitting on the bedside table and slumped on the edge of her bed.
The adhesive seal wasn’t even broken. It’d been six months, and she hadn’t even had the nerve to open the envelope, regardless of how many times she studied the package. She tore it open now, ripping a jagged line through the return address. She pulled out the pages from their sleeve and carelessly tossed the envelope to the side. It fluttered to the floor as if caressed by stagnant air.
Marin’s name stared back at her from the plaintiff line. Julia didn’t bother reading the rest; her reasons didn’t matter anymore. What Marin wanted from the divorce didn’t matter. She could have it all for all she cared. When she left, it wasn’t just a walk out of their marriage; it was a piece of Julia that left her being entirely. Materialistic items no longer had meaning. They wouldn’t fill the hole inside her.
She flipped right to the last page with Marin’s signature scrolled across the bottom. Julia rubbed her finger over the letter M, picturing how Marin’s hand used to move when she would flourish that letter–her red hair tucked behind her ear as she leaned over to sign, the wrinkle she got on her forehead when she wrote anything by hand.
I’m not ready.
But did that matter? The choice was made for her, and it wasn’t until that very moment that she truly realized there wasn’t anything she could’ve done to change the circumstance. She felt stupid for sitting in that empty house thinking that a single envelope would bring her back.
Some say it’s better to love and lose that love than it is to never love at all. That’s horseshit. You don’t sit in the happy memories, thankful for the lessons that the bad taught you. You don’t just lose joint friends, family, or a house. You don’t just lose a couple of shared pieces of furniture. You don’t just throw away the ring on your left hand.
What they don’t tell you is that the life you currently live will be gone forever. That you become the sum of every high and low that you had together, and when the one leaves, you have nothing left to fill the space. That person doesn’t just live in the space next to you on the couch or your bed; they live within you. You lose seconds, minutes, days, years of moments that should be cherished in a locked vault in the precious bank of your mind but are now, instead, shadows lurking in the deep.
Watching someone you so desperately love fall out of love with you is worse than never loving at all. Knowing that even after a decade and a half of marriage, two decades of a shared life, there was something about you that was no longer enough–watching each day pass and a distance grow between the both of you–like she’s on a boat in the middle of the ocean floating away and you’re handcuffed to a dock on shore without the keys. Hopeless.
Marin didn’t want to be with her. No, better yet, Marin didn’t want her. At some point Julia would have to stop holding back because that knowledge sits on her forehead–a badge of dishonor. At some point she’ll be able to sleep without a pill lulling her to sleep. At some point she’ll come home and not think of how Marin used to kiss her in the kitchen, dance with her in the living room on rainy afternoons, or lay naked on the fluffy carpet after getting lost in each other’s embrace on a Sunday morning.
At some point everything would be okay again. It would never be the same–the pieces will never fit back together the same way–but it won’t be like it is now. What Julia could do was sign the papers, mail them to the stupid address in the corner, and take the first step. And that’s what she did.
Without giving it another thought, she scribbled her signature on the line and stuffed the papers back in the envelope. She didn’t even care if it looked like her own handwriting, didn’t care if her frustration seeped through every letter’s curve. She ran to the office desk off the entryway, not even stopping her momentum as she grabbed a stamp from the metal organizer. Papers fluttered to the floor–swept up in the whirlwind of her emotions–and scattered like carpet beneath her shaking legs.
With the stamp firmly pressed on the corner of the envelope, Julia dashed out of the front door, sprinting up the driveway and crossing the road in a blur. As small raindrops continued to plop on the ground beneath her, she tossed the package into the black mailbox. Without wasting a second, she forcefully lifted the red flag, directing it upward towards the cloudy sky. She stood there, catching her breath.
It’d taken her months to work up the courage to perform such a simple act–a task that consumed no more than a minute, yet felt like an eternity while holding her breath–but it was done now. The mailman would take the envelope in the morning, and everything would be fine.
She refused to allow herself the time to think, to allow the repercussions of what she just did to sink to the bottom of her shaking toes, and so she pulled out her phone as she braved the wind across the driveway. She walked back to the bedroom and scrolled down in her contacts to Erin, which she added before leaving work.
Julia - 5:28 p.m.
Hey, it’s Julia.
She didn’t expect a quick response, so she went to her closet to scope out her options. The idea of wearing her crumpled blue pantsuit was out of the question, especially since she’d stress-sweat in it most of the day.
This is such a bad idea.
As she swung open the closet door, she pushed down the excitement of having the chance to dress for someone else again. When was the last time she went out with someone other than Keegan? What was appropriate to wear to a no-date dinner with a woman she needed to keep things professional with? What outfit said she didn’t have a stick up her ass, but drew a line at the same time? What could possibly say hey, I find you absurdly funny and attractive, and I wish I actually took you home last night, but can we be civil colleagues? Sexy librarian? Fuck!
Erin - 5:29 p.m.
Hey, there! It was getting late. I thought you were standing me up.
Julia- 5:29 p.m.
I wouldn’t dream of it.
Well, the thought did cross Julia’s mind. She considered faking a stomach bug or headache. That usually worked for people, right? But then there was the fact that she’d see her on Monday, one way or another. Her anxiety-ridden ass had no choice other than to follow through with the plans already made.
Erin - 5:31 p.m.
We’re meeting at 3890 11th Street in Barnevelt. See you soon!
Julia quickly Googled the address and laughed when she saw the location. It turned out to be a charming mom-and-pop hamburger joint, just fifteen minutes closer than The Tipsy Hatter. She let out a sigh as she perched on the edge of her bed. It was out of the community lines. There would be no students, no parents, no co-workers lurking around. They could talk about everything that happened without fear of anyone overhearing.
It wasn’t anything fancy, which took a truckload of pressure off of her. There’d be no chance of touching in a burger joint. There’d be no stolen glances over full-bodied glasses of wine, no wishful brushes of skin. That’d make it easier. So much easier. She hoped.
Julia - 5:32 p.m.
Wow! No need to go all out.
Erin - 5:32 p.m.
Ha! It is a work meeting, remember.
Julia - 5:33 p.m.
Touche. See you soon.
Stepping out onto the front porch, Julia locked the door behind her. She turned to her car, the wind grasping her hair and obscuring her view momentarily. Clutching several papers in her hand–teacher schedules and school plans required for their meeting–she struggled to stuff them into her bag, fighting against the relentless wind that threatened to snatch them away into the night.
Raising her gaze while reaching for the car door, Julia noticed the red flag on the mailbox–its vivid hue, a neon sign beckoning her from a distance.
Don’t do it.
She wasn’t sure how long she stood there staring at it, her breath growing shallower with each second. Her chest tightened as she dropped her hand, defeated.
Dammit.
With slow, measured steps, she approached the mailbox and lifted its lid. She stared at the envelope, exactly where she had left it. A part of her had hoped that it would vanish, out of her desperate grasp, like a letter sent to Hogwarts. But it wasn’t. It was there.
She pulled the envelope from the box, gently tucking the flag back to its rightful place.
Tomorrow. Tomorrow was another day.



Chapter Six
Julia stood at the corner of the restaurant, peeking through the large foggy window at Erin in the back corner. The room buzzed with friends and families, young and old, laughing over unheard conversations. The red and white striped rubber benches gleamed, contrasting against maroon walls. An LED pizza slice flashed above her, shadowing her face in a subtle red glow.
Erin sat with her legs crossed beneath the table, one foot tapping the floor. She stared at the door, sipping a beer she gripped in her hand. Julia almost thought she looked nervous as she tapped her pen over the papers before her. Her brow furrowed as she lost herself in thought, small wrinkles forming like squiggly lines on her forehead.
Julia couldn’t help but wonder if it was the good kind of nervousness, like Erin couldn’t wait to see her smile again. With her luck? It was nervousness from having to break off from this very messy situation. Maybe she wasn’t interested in women–a mistake made under too much chardonnay and bad lighting. Maybe she regretted how much older Julia looked sober, crows feet resting at the corners of her eyes. Maybe she didn’t have a reason at all, and that was okay, too.
She opened the door, a bell jingling above as she released it. She bore all the confidence she manifested on the drive over. By manifestation, she breathed ‘this will be fine’ over and over on repeat like a trashy Brittany song. She screamed it to the wind as she drove with the windows down, cooling down her already heated cheeks.
Erin looked up and smiled. Not a fake hey, I’m doing this out of obligation, but a smile that said I would definitely do it all over again. Julia knew the feeling. Oh, she could still get lost in its embrace.
Get it together!
Erin’s hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, her shirt partially tucked in the front; not messily scrunched in like Julia’s was when they first met. No, everything about Erin was deliberate, as if she hand-picked the location of each stray strand of hair that framed her face, the freckles dotting her chest. She had no makeup on, but her skin seemed to glow so naturally, beaming against her flawless smile.
Julia was wrong before. Her freckles weren’t stars; they’re millions of distant galaxies shining, each brighter than the last. She wanted to trace those freckles and see what path they took beneath her clothes–to witness how they wrapped around her tanned skin in a Milky Way pattern–how they shined in the light. She wanted to stare at them until she could map out their very resting place in the night sky, until she could draw it out by memory.
As their eyes locked, Julia could see the twinkle in Erin’s piercing gaze, the corners of her eyes lifting with her smile. She was stunning. No, not stunning. She was everything.
It would, undoubtedly, not be fine.
“I’m happy you found the place.” Erin beamed, standing to meet Julia at eye level.
“I love the location.” Julia pushed her jacket onto the bench as she slid towards the wall. She wiped her already sweaty palms on the sides of her jeans.
“I figured we would both be more comfortable in a different part of town.”
“Thank you,” Julia said softly. It was the perfect location, no expectations.
“I figured we could talk first and then tackle scheduling and logistics?”
Julia contemplated that for a moment. “Maybe we should work first so we aren’t distracted by anything personal?”
Her question hung in the air as she watched Erin’s smile slowly fade. She wasn’t ready to have that conversation yet. She needed time to release the tension in her shoulders first. She still had to come up with a plan.
“Julia, can I be honest with you?”
“I would hope for nothing less.”
“I,” she paused and then leaned more over the table. In a hushed tone, Erin admitted, “I don’t think I can get through a conversation on any topic until we talk personally first. It’s all I can think of when I –”
Her words trailed off, her gaze momentarily fixated on Julia’s lips before returning to meet her eyes. Was that intentional? The seductive way her eyes scoped her out–like a wolf stalking its prey–took Julia’s breath away. How could she be forward, so flirty?
“Erin,” she breathed, sitting up straighter as she shifted in her seat. Did someone just turn the heat up? Suddenly she wished for the brisk 30-degree chill outside. Stepping out for a breath of fresh air wasn’t suspicious, right?
“I don’t know why I kissed you like that in that bathroom, but I would do it again,” Erin blurted out, still leaning towards her. “Even though I wouldn’t have guessed in a million years it would be you I had to meet the next day, I would do it again.”
Julia didn’t know what to say. She opened her mouth to speak, but she didn’t know if the twirling in her stomach would betray her brain.
“I wished I got your number,” Erin admitted. “I asked Greg, but he wouldn’t give it up. Would you like to know what he told me?”
Julia’s stomach twirled as goosebumps spread up her arms. She wanted her number. She would do it again. She would kiss her again, but they couldn’t. Professional responsibilities, and all that other crap. She couldn’t risk two decades of work within Kleinton. That was what rested between the lines, the lines they didn’t want to read.
“To jump ship while you can?” Julia was only half joking.
“That he didn’t know what or who or why, but he knew you’d been through enough heartbreak for a lifetime,” Erin paused as she leaned back in her seat, her voice a whisper compared to the bustle of voices around them, “and that anyone who was going to get your number would have to prove themselves worthy of you.”
“Bah!” Julie choked on a laugh. “I am the person who gets left, not the person who is sought after.” Well, that was a little extreme for casual conversation.
She couldn’t believe what just came out of her mouth. Something about this woman made her want to pour out every hidden secret before her in fine print. She was already in too deep to run. This conversation had to happen, but it most certainly didn’t have to be sober.
Julia reached for Erin’s beer and finished the rest in one swift gulp. Erin leaned back in her seat, watching her carefully. She had a slight twinkle of amusement in her eyes.
“Okay, where do you want to start?” Julia asked, setting the empty can back down and pulling out the professionalism she kept tucked away in her back pocket.
“Can we start at the beginning, Mrs. Jenner?”
Julia sighed louder than she meant to. That one word hung on a string between them. She could use it to her advantage. She could lie and say she was happily married. She could say that with too many tequilas, she’d sleep with anyone. But she couldn’t. She couldn’t bring herself to lie to those kind, emerald eyes. She wouldn’t be the reason that smile disappeared from her lips, even if just for a moment.
Lost in thought, Julia stood up and walked to the counter. She paid for two more beers, ordered two slices of New York-style pizza, and returned to the table. She decided at that exact moment–in the place in-between her brain telling her to run like a track star out of there and her skin wanting to feel that spring-time warmth–she would tell Erin everything, even what only Keegan knew. She had nothing to lose.
“I am married,” she began.
She watched Erin stiffened in her seat, her shoulders rolled back as she cracked open the beer. Then, her expression softened, and she sighed almost imperceptibly, as if those three little words were what she came there fearing.
“But it isn’t what you think,” Julia hastily added, her defense tumbling out. This was harder than she thought it would be. Saying those words aloud would be like choking on air–the moment of suffocation as smoke rises, drowning everything else out. “My wife left me over a year ago. There’s no one else. There never was.” Julia gulped, pausing in an attempt to slow her quickening heart rate, to stop the ringing in her ears. “But I am still married to her.”
She only admitted that once before. Talking about something so intimate, so personal, to a stranger should’ve embarrassed her. It should’ve been harder, but it wasn’t.
Erin looked up from her beer and studied her for a moment. Julia tried to steady her breath, hoping the redness of her chest couldn’t be seen through the sheerness of her blouse.
“I’m so sorry, Jules,” Erin murmured, shaking her head apologetically, her eyes brimming with genuine compassion.
Jules. Oh.
Julia looked up suddenly, her lips parted in wonder. The name slipped off Erin’s lips so effortlessly, and her heart skipped a beat when it did. She hadn’t heard that name in a long time.
“She used to call me Jules,” Julia confessed, a slight puff of air escaping her chest. A pained look clouded her eyes, her hands instinctively sheltering in her lap. She shouldn’t have admitted that. She didn’t know why she said that aloud.
“I won’t call you it aga-”
“No, it’s okay.”
She didn’t admit that she liked the sound when it came from those rosy lips. It should’ve stung, should’ve pulled her back to that dark place where only Marin’s absence lived. But it didn’t. It hugged her instead–the warm embrace of summer air.
They both sat smiling at each other, the silence wrapping them in comfort from across the table. An older Italian man covered forehead to knee in flour approached the table and plopped two slices of cheese pizza on paper plates before them. They nodded with gratitude, but their eyes went back to each other. Intoxicating.
“Is she why you wouldn’t–” Erin paused as if unsure if she should finish her thought, “even though it’s been that long?”
Time can be a peculiar thing. A year can pass in the blink of an eye for some, while a single day can stretch into an eternity for others. For Julia, that year was a relentless storm cloud refusing to dissipate. And yet, a year wasn’t long enough. Two years wouldn’t be long enough. Would a lifetime ever be enough? A lifetime without Marin. A lifetime without unraveling those red strands of hair from the drain, without that raspy melody echoing through the attic.
“I don’t think I realized it at the time, but yes. I’m not,” she hesitated, “not ready.”
“That’s okay,” she whispered softly, reaching her outstretched arm across the table. Julia kept her hands in her lap and the disappointment was written plainly across Erin’s face. “Your pizza is getting cold.”
“Right.” Julia swallowed.
They both smiled weakly, and then Erin pulled her hand embarrassedly back, but she hid it well. Taking the pizza, Julia nibbled on the edge. Erin, on the other hand, folded it in half and took the biggest bite she could manage, the grease dripping onto the paper plate in orange stained blots. After the first bite, she folded the pizza the opposite way and then took another bite.
“Eating a slice of pizza like that should be criminal!” Julia smirked, hiding her amusement with a hand over her full mouth. “What kind of strategy is that?”
They sat down their slices and laughed, tears forming in the corner of Julia’s eyes. It wasn’t a small laugh that a napkin could hide; it was a laugh that threw their heads back, their mouths agape as they held their stomachs. She needed that. Oh, she didn’t realize how badly she needed that.
“I know,” Erin said through broken laughter. Her cheeks began to turn the crispest color of pink. “It’s the worst habit I picked up from my father!”
“I can never unsee that,” Julia teased.
It took a few minutes, but after the bubbling in their stomachs settled, Julia spoke first. “I have to ask, why do you walk so much at night, alone? That’s not safe, even in these parts of town.”
“Dr. Jenner, are you concerned for my well-being?”
“A little, actually,” she admitted, once again unsure how to keep her thoughts to herself. Erin looked up at her with a slight smile.
“I’ve always walked a lot. I guess it is my form of stress relief. It keeps my figure.” Erin shrugged her shoulders and then chuckled, but Julia had to fight the flush in her cheeks as she thought of that figure. “I sometimes park my car in parks and walk around the neighborhoods. That’s how I found this place.”
“Are you from New York?”
“Oh, no!” Erin’s head shook vigorously as she swallowed another bite. “I would never move to New York.” There was that smile again, one that could fill a room of any size. “I’m from Virginia where it is nice and warm. In the summer when I’m not working, I feel like I live in the ocean.”
Thoughts of Erin in a tiny bikini crept into Julia’s mind, and her eyes went wide with horror. She had to get it together. This will be fine.
“Do you travel a lot for McSellen, visiting other states,” Julia paused, a playful grin curling her lips, “that aren’t as frigid as New York?”
“Actually, it is pretty even in the warmth distribution. Although, of course, I’ve had to stay in the lovely arctic of New York for the past year.”
“I wouldn’t wish that upon my worst enemy.”
“How does it get so humid in the summer and so cold in the winter?” Erin smirked.
“Probably the same reason why we have at least four false springs before actual spring each year.”
“Luckily, I have just four months left of my contract here,” Erin said, sitting up a little straighter, “and then I can head back home.”
“Well, at least your last four months will be a breeze! Kleinton High is quite prestigious, if I do say so myself.”
“I can tell you take very good care of that school.”
“It’s my baby.” Julia beamed.
“Speaking of,” Erin paused for a moment, considering her words, “do you have children within the district?”
The question hung in the air, heavy with unspoken emotions. Julia’s gaze shifted, her eyes briefly tracing the contours of Erin’s face before settling on her hands. Memories flooded back, dreams shattered. The ache of what could have been gnawed at her heart. She thought she buried those thoughts deep within, locking them away in a vault sealed with liquid regret.
Julia never spoke of children with anyone else, not even Keegan. In the grand tapestry of her life, there were too many threads unraveling. She had a picture in her mind of where she would be and what she would have before she reached the age of forty, and for a brief moment years ago, she thought she had it all.
She had the woman, one with a heart of gold and flaming beauty that made her skin sing. She had the professional accolades. She had the respect of all of her peers. She had the job. She had the friends, the house, the car. She felt like life couldn’t get any better, but that’s when it started. That was when the complacency and comfort sunk too deep–a fissure beginning to pull apart the stitching at the seams–when the house began to seem a little less full. When it all began to fall apart, thread by thread disintegrating like a moth’s last meal. It became unrecognizable.
“It never was quite the right time,” she responded eventually. She lost focus as she looked off into the distance. “Lately, I’ve been finding myself looking back a lot, questioning the choices that led me to where I am today.” Erin just looked at her, that knowing look pulling at the corners of her eyes. “Do you?”
“It’s never been the right time for me, either. I tend to throw myself into my work rather than have a personal life.” Gosh, that smile. Right then, right at that very moment, Julia realized she would tell her anything. “I feel like you probably know the feeling.”
Oh, Julia did. She knew that feeling because it took up roots in her soul, weighing her bones down like rocks at the bottom of a pail. She wanted so hard for her life to mean something–to be more important than just her–and so she hurtled into her work like a child running downstairs on Christmas morning.
Now she looked back and wondered what she could’ve done differently, if she could’ve put Marin any farther to the front than she already had, if she could have given any more of herself. If she had, if she gave Marin the last piece of herself left, what would she have left now that she walked out? Looking back, was 15 years of marriage too long? Or was it not long enough? If Jack and Rose managed to share the wooden door as the Titanic sank, would they have made it?
Desperate to shift the conversation, Julia asked, “are you excited to go back?”
“I am,” Erin said, but her smile was almost sad. “It’s been too long.”
“Have you made friends here in New York?”
“I spend a lot of time writing up my reports,” she answered. “I’m kind of one of those people who’d rather have the little bit of free time I get by myself than be surrounded by others that I don’t really know.”
Me too.
“I understand that.”
“It’s hard to make friends in different places that I might not ever get to see again.” Erin’s focus pulled towards the scratched laminate tabletop.
“Some days I feel like my office has a revolving door. There are weeks I wish I didn’t have to see another face again.”
“Really?” Erin appeared genuinely surprised. “When you talk in front of people, they can’t take their eyes off of you. You are so personable. I’ve barely known you for more than a day, but I could talk to you for hours.” She took a sip of her drink, as if she was willing away the words she just confessed. “I would peg you more as a social butterfly.”
“You’ll get to know the real me as we work together,” Julia chuckled. “A social butterfly will not be in your vocabulary.”
Oh, shit. Why would Julia assume that they would be working that closely together? Why would Erin actually want to take the time to get to know the real her? Julia looked up, expecting to see nervous eyes staring back at her, but there was only that smile.
They continued eating their pizza while Julia thought about asking Erin about more. She wanted to know what made Erin look twice at her, what pulled so much attention. Maybe it was the culmination of everything that was her. Erin’s eyes were large with fascination; not almond like most, but uniquely circular in such a way that you could see her lashes flutter from feet away.
She always kept her shoulders taunt, her back straight as if she spent hours in the mirror practicing her posture. Julia noticed that when she talked, often getting lost in something Erin shouldn’t have found interesting at all, she allowed her shoulders to rest as she leaned closer. She leaned closer a lot, that sensual scent of vanilla always there mixing with the fruity aroma of her breath.
As Julia savored her last bite of pizza, she glanced at the paperwork she brought with her. They’d eventually have to address it, and she knew it’d be better to do so sooner rather than later.
“Here goes nothing,” Julia sighed. “I know we will be working closely on this evaluation, and I wanted to let you know that what happened last night won’t affect our professional relationship.” Julia’s voice was soft, but serious.
For a brief moment, she detected a flicker of disappointment creeping into Erin’s eyes, but it disappeared as she picked up her beer and looked towards the door. How could Julia address it without having to talk about it? They both had to know–had to understand–that whatever happened last night was a fluke, a part of the past they couldn’t revisit.
She looked back up and met Julia’s eyes, her composure never changing. She looked like she wanted to say something, something important, but she let her lips part and then close again.
“I think we should be able to do that.” Erin smiled, but it looked forced.
It didn’t matter that Julia wanted to crash into her pouty lips again. They’d be able to be in the same room without jumping the other. Easily. We’re adults. This will be fine.
“So, let’s get down to business.” Julia pulled out her faculty schedule and the guidelines outlined by McSellen and the board. “I figured week one you can start with this department,” she pointed at her notes, trailing along the timeline while explaining who each person and department was.
“I think that would be a great place to start,” Erin agreed. “I’ll touch base with you daily to debrief.” Julia hated how much she liked that part.
“Great!”
“Oh, there is one more thing. I have to do an evaluation of you and your position as well,” Erin looked down at her own paperwork, “and the other administrators, of course.”
Nervously, Julia said, “of course.”
It almost felt as if Erin could sense her change in demeanor, her eyes narrowing ever so slightly. “Julia, I want to assure you that I will remain entirely objective. Whatever is occurring on a personal level will not influence me.”
Occurring? “Oh,” Julia huffed, presenting as if the thought didn’t cross her mind. “I’m not worried about that!”
Erin’s knowing smile made it seem like she could peer into Julia’s hazel eyes and see right through her. She let out a deep, lingering sigh.
“I understand why you want to keep this professional.” She looked as if she wanted to reach for her again. Would Julia have let her touch her milky skin again if she was close enough? “I won’t hold it against you, and I promise I’ll evaluate you and your school fairly. That’s what I was hired to do.”
Julia understood every word Erin said, and she believed her. It was just the choice of wording that caught her attention. She wanted to keep it professional? Wasn’t this the only way forward? Was there some hidden message in that promise?
“I appreciate that.” Julia smiled, only partially relieved. “I’ll continue to speak highly of you to the faculty. Just be cautious, though; you know what they say about teachers.”
They both laughed, the tension lifting high above them as if it was never there. They finished their beers over light conversation of how much the education system has changed and how privatization ruined reform. Erin explained her transition from private to public education. They talked about their favorite places in Virginia and New York, both getting lost in the way they clung to every word.
As the room gradually emptied and tables were being cleared, they both looked at each other expectedly. Two hours of conversation didn’t seem like it was long enough. Reaching for their jacket at the same time, they awkwardly stood and cleaned off their table. It was as if both knew the end was coming, that Monday morning was around the corner and they’d have to act like the colleagues they were. So they stood there, wiping an already spotless table with damp napkins, prolonging the inevitable.
“Well,” Erin sighed.
Julia hesitated, knowing she had to return to an empty house once she got into her car. They discussed everything they needed to professionally, organizing their four months down to the class period. All that there was left was personal conversation, and they both agreed–in more or less words–they’d keep their distance. They had a job to do.
“Do you want to take a walk with me?” Julia asked.
She knew she shouldn’t have. She knew she should keep her distance, but then there was that smile and she simply melted before it.



Chapter Seven
They opened the door, the bell humming in the distance as they turned down the sidewalk. Small shops and apartments lined the snow beaten road, reaching just two stories up on all sides. The wind blew wisps of flurries across the yellow lines, shimmering beneath hazy street lights before resting on the bottom of closed doors.
Julia looked at Erin, her eyes gleaming as she continued to talk about an incredible bookstore she fell upon two years ago in a remote part of Maryland. If Julia looked hard enough, she could see snowflakes reflect like tiny moons in her eyes. She could get lost in those eyes, at how she lit up describing a one of a kind edition of one of Ernest Hemmingway’s earliest novels. She spoke of the binding in such detail that Julia could picture it before her, gold scrollwork across green fraying leather.
“So, you’re a book enthusiast?” Julia smiled, burying her cold hands deeper in her coat pockets. The wind picked up around them, sending a shiver down her spine. They walked closer together, their arms occasionally brushing through thick jackets.
“I wouldn’t say that! I have appreciation for the finer things in life.”
“As you should.”
“What about you?” Erin’s pace slowed a little. “What do you do for fun?”
They reached a corner store, the red “closed” sign blinking in the window. It had to be almost eleven, but Julia refused to check her watch. Her cold nose was the only clue that they’ve walked for over an hour already. It felt like just seconds as she sunk deeper into Erin’s voice.
“I read,” Julia thought a little more between breaths, “usually when I can’t sleep.” She took a few more steps, contemplating what else she did in her spare time.
“What do you read?” Erin asked, as if it was the most interesting thing in the world.
“Mostly trashy romances.” Julia grimaced. “Definitely not in the Hemmingway mindset these days. I feel like I have to be so serious at work. My writing is only academic now. I think it’s just a guilty little pleasure.”
“Please! I’m a complete cliche. I only read the classics! What else do you do?”
“I think that might be it. Work keeps me pretty busy. How sad is that?” They both smiled at each other. Why did she never want to stop laughing, to stop smiling, around her?
She used to spend weekends hiking in the Adirondacks, hiding in a cabin off the beaten trail hidden by fallen brush. Her fingers would dance across canvases, creating breathtaking abstract portraits–crisp cerulean melding with amber skies in subtle strokes–until her fingers grew numb from the angle of her paintbrush. She used to run, annoying Marin at 4 a.m. while she searched for a base layer in the dark; she always forgot to take out her clothes the day before. Julia used to do so much, have so much worth doing.
When did she stop? When was the last time she pushed her feet off the ground on a chilly Monday morning? When was the last time she reached for her paintbrush instead of brushing dust off them? When did those things stop having meaning? Julia buried herself so deep within her work, so deep in something she felt had meaning, that she wasn’t sure what the meaning of her own happiness was anymore.
“It’s not sad! Well,” she teased, “just a little.”
“I know, I know!” Julia threw her pink hands up in defeat. “I have to get out more. I swear, the only fun I ever have is when Keegan comes over for our weekly Sunday sports night.”
“Keegan?”
“Keegan Marrow. You met her at Kleinton earlier,” Julia explained. “She was the one who opened our faculty meeting updates.”
“Oh! Do you two often hang out outside of school?”
“All the time. She’s my assistant, but is also a really great friend.”
“She seemed really nice.”
They turned the corner, retracing their steps back to where their cars were parked. Julia refused to count how many times they circled the same four blocks.
“She is! I think you’d definitely like her. She’d be a great resource for you to rely on during your time here.” Julia paused, slowing her stride. “I almost forgot: she’ll probably be reaching out to you this weekend to carve out a time to meet Monday morning to review your schedule.”
“Not a worry at all. I’d be happy to connect with her.”
They both walked a little further, matching each other’s slowing pace. Their arms bumped a few more times than coincidence could account for. Julia looked up from tracing the snow and salt covered lines in the concrete sidewalk and caught Erin looking back at her.
“What did you do for fun?“ she asked, her voice filled with quiet curiosity. It’s like she knew her. It’s like she saw past every blockade Julia built, like she could pull each layer of paper mache apart to find what actually laid beneath it all.
“I used to paint,” Julia said solemnly. “I used to write in college. Not just for academic papers. Kind of like poetry? But not really. Just for fun.”
“Why don’t you anymore?”
“I could lie and say I’m too busy,” Julia sighed, surprised she said that aloud too, “but I don’t really have an answer. I think at some point I stopped having things I wanted to paint or write about.”
A gust of wind blew over them both in an icy swirl. It swept up shimmering snowflakes from the rooftops above, throwing them into the air like a cascade of sparkling raindrops that landed on their hair.
When Erin didn’t say anything immediately, Julia felt like she shared too much. She didn’t know how to stop wanting to tell her everything.
“What do you do for fun?” Julia asked.
“Now that,” she grinned, “you’ll definitely pick on me for!”
“Keegan and I have a saying: listen now, laugh later.”
“Deal.” Erin smiled to herself and then looked back up at Julia. “I scrapbook.”
“Scrapbook?” Julia asked, just to be sure she heard her right. “Like little old ladies sitting around a table on a Wednesday morning, picking out pictures of their grandbabies to glue next to felt flowers?”
“Hey!” Erin chuckled, “you said you would listen first and laugh later! Not the other way around!”
“I’m sorry.” Julia couldn’t stop the chuckle in the back of her throat as she held up her hands in surrender.
“But yes, kind of. Except I scrapbook by myself with a glass of white wine.”
“That actually sounds nice.”
“It is.”
“Do you do it often?”
“Not as often as I used to,” Erin confessed, longing obvious in her eyes.
“Why not?” asked Julia.
Erin sighed and collected her thoughts for a moment, turning her head towards the ill-lit street. “This might be oversharing,” Erin murmured, her gaze dropping to the sidewalk.
“I think I’ve given more than my fair share.” Julia gently nudged Erin’s shoulder, the contact sending a tingle through her numb fingertips.
“At one point I had something I wanted to preserve: pictures of my sister, beach days with my twin niece and nephew, family get-togethers. Then I focused on myself: solo trips, hiking the Appalachian trail, surfing in the Atlantic, foreign places this job takes me to.” She paused, sighing deeply as her breath formed a misty smoke in front of them both.
“That sounds like an incredibly full life.”
“One day I was sitting in my kitchen, ready to start the next page, and I realized I didn’t know what or who I was preserving all those memories for.”
Julia stopped walking, too shocked by how raw and honest the conversation quickly became. How often do strangers talk about things like this? How often do two people who barely know anything about the other fall so closely in step that everything aligns?
She placed one hand on Erin’s arm and she stopped walking, too. “You didn’t share too much,” was all that she could come up with to say, but it was filled with so much more. She knew; it was the too-muchness that they both admitted to that night at the bar. Erin gave a half smile. She knew.
They walked a little further, both going back to casually brushing arms as if the other didn’t notice. More shops before them started to turn their lights off; the tenants rolling up the sidewalks as they locked doors and abruptly pulled blinds.
“What made you want to be a superintendent?” Erin asked. She acted as if she sensed their time together was dwindling and was grasping for any topic to prolong it. Then she added, “Oh, I’m sorry! I meant management.”
“Really funny!” Julia teased. “You have no idea how much of a microscope I am under! It’s bad enough to be the token lesbian of the community, let alone having it get back to a parent or board member that I was drinking in public, on a weekday.”
“It can’t be that bad! Token lesbian has a nice ring to it.”
“But it can.” Julia’s eyebrows arched. “Kleinton is like a mini-Harvard, and they never let you forget it.”
“It sounds like that puts a lot of pressure on you.” Erin’s eyes moved towards their cars, now just feet away. She stopped walking and stood facing Julia.
“Sometimes.” Julia shrugged, pulling her jacket closer to her neck to ward off the breeze. “That’s why you’re here: to push us to strive for even more perfection.”
There was a hint of mockery in her voice, but Erin chose to ignore it. Julia walked a little further and leaned against her dusty, salt-covered car, pausing for a moment.
“That’s why I stretched the truth.”
“I get it,” Erin said with a nod. “I really do.”
It didn’t matter what light Julia looked at her in. It could have been the decade-old dim overhead lighting in that meeting room, the natural light spewing in through her office window, or that streetlight. She was captivating. Gosh, that smile made her smile in a way that she thought was lost a long time ago.
“So, how long?” Erin asked.
“How long?”
“How long have you been at Kleinton?”
Reluctantly, Julia admitted, “this is my twentieth year.” She didn’t want to reveal her age–didn’t want to give Erin the opportunity to focus too much on the tiny wrinkles on her forehead. “How long have you been working for McSellen?”
“Not long, actually. This is only my fifth year with them. They poached me from an internship I had at a non-profit due to some research I published on reform.”
The math rolled through Julia’s head like a shaken gumball machine. If she got her bachelors by 22, and then finished her masters by the age of 24, with her experience, she at least has to be in her early to mid-thirties. Phew.
“That’s pretty impressive,” Julia clicked her tongue.
“Lucky is pretty much it,” Erin argued, a playful undertone swirling between them.
There was a long silence that stretched as they stood there. Neither one wanted to make the move to leave, but what else could they say?
“Do you know that when you get nervous,” Erin spoke quietly, “you rub your ring finger?”
Julia was taken aback. She most certainly did not. To her horror, she looked down at her left hand hung at her side and found her ring finger folded in towards her palm, her thumb firmly on the place where a gold band used to lay.
Fuck.
“I,” she stuttered, utterly embarrassed. She was caught red-handed. She couldn’t even deny it. “I did not know that.”
She never did get used to how naked her finger felt after taking off that ring. It still felt naked, like the one morning she happened to forget the ring in the jewelry dish on the windowsill above the sink. When you wear the same band, sparkling diamonds crowning at the top in the most perfect halo, for so many years, it becomes a part of you. Your finger shape and skin changes to fit its surroundings. Nothing ever quite fits the same ever again.
“Does everyone at your work know?” Erin’s eyes were full of compassion.
“No,” she answered quietly, her head unconsciously shaking. Erin looked like she was going to say something next, but Julia had to get something off her chest. “I’m sorry I lied to you. I didn’t know we’d be working together, or that…” she trailed off, remembering that without words, they agreed to leave the past behind them.
“That.”
“Yes, that. That which we will no longer speak,” joked Julia.
“For the record, I’m sorry about that night, too. It was so unlike me and it definitely put us in an odd situation,” Erin said, taking a step closer and shielding them from the rustling wind.
Julia wasn’t sure if she believed her. The way she waited for her in that bathroom, the touch of her hand on her back. Erin held all the confidence that she had to muster up each day. The way she kissed her. Oh, the way she worked her tongue, those vagabond fingers. There was no way that Julia could have been an exception for her.
“At least it’s behind us,” breathed Julia, desperately trying to sound relieved and not disappointed. She doubted it was convincing. “You know,” she said with a smirk, “given your position and what you’re at Kleinton to do, I shouldn’t like you.”
“Is that so?”
“It is.” Julia stood there, subtly nodding. “But you’re making that really hard.”
“I guess some things are out of your control,” she responded, her voice lower than usual, and Julia hated how much she liked that statement out of Erin’s mouth.
Another moment passed, only the sound of the wind howling over the snow-covered hills in the distance. Erin’s glistening eyes were still locked on hers, and Julia couldn’t bring herself to break the spell.
“Why doesn’t anyone know?” Erin questioned, gesturing to the ringless finger Julia still rubbed. Dammit. How does she break a habit she didn’t know she had?
“Because I am still married.”
“With no wife,” Erin’s voice was excruciatingly comforting even in the sting of the statement, “no ring?”
Julia couldn’t respond, and she couldn’t meet her eyes either. She didn’t understand why it mattered to her. This was the kind of conversation had amongst close family. It’s a topic only appropriate to discuss on the living room floor with a best friend, wine glasses in hand, cursing the name of someone who never deserved them in the first place.
It wasn’t a conversation to have on a sidewalk with someone she barely knew. It wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have at all, but that’s what it became. It didn’t matter that she had only met Erin a day ago; it felt like she knew her deeply, as if years melted into that first touch aligning their off-kilter worlds.
“Because I’m not ready,” she finally answered, it spewing from her lips as if it escaped a locked door.
“Not ready to let go of a woman who never deserved you in the first place?” Erin was even closer now, her voice full of a desperation to understand.
“How do you know what I deserve?” Julia felt a surge of anger. Erin had no right to just waltz into her life and act like she really knew her.
“Because in the short amount of time I’ve known you,” she spoke softly, sharing their hazy breaths, leaning towards Julia even more, “I want to prove to Greg that I’m worthy.”
Julia felt goosebumps rise on her skin again. It was probably from the cold breeze. It was definitely not from having that beautiful woman with rosy cheeks looking at her, hinting at promises they knew they couldn’t keep.
“We can’t,” Julia’s voice was a breathy sigh.
“If you’re afraid of the connotation of your seperat–”
“Fifteen years married is a long time.” Julia couldn’t let her finish her sentence. It rolled off her tongue, and she found herself feeling relieved of the burden. “Twenty years together is even longer.”
“Oh,” Erin breathed deeply, “oh, Julia.” Her voice was cashmere in her ears, holding such desperate calmness that she broke. She finally broke.
Julia didn’t see it coming when her walls shattered like hundred-year-old glass. She didn’t see it coming as tears filled her eyes, clouding her vision in a veil of fog. Still leaning against the car, her knees buckled. She leaned forward as she tried to stifle the chest-clenching cries that arose from a place within her that she didn’t know still lived.
Erin didn’t hesitate. She reached out and grabbed Julia before she could sink any further. She held her up, squeezing Julia’s waist with warm hands. Julia sunk her face into the neck of Erin’s jacket and everything she held in for the past year escaped every fortress she built up. Sobs tangled her stomach and clenched her hands as she crumbled.
Twenty years. Twenty years of laughter and tears. Twenty years of a promised future ahead. All gone. Everything she ever knew and loved was gone. And saying it aloud finally allowed the realization to settle into her skin, to fully shatter the little piece of herself she was still holding together.
She didn’t know how long she cried. Erin didn’t budge an inch, only moving to slightly rub her back, letting her know she was still there. She wasn’t aware when she actually stopped, only realizing after feeling her tear soaked cheeks burn red from the relentless wind.
She stood there, face buried into Erin’s skin as they swayed with each gust. Even on that foreign street–her back pressed against a dirty car and her front smooshed into another’s body–it was the most comfort she felt in a long time.
“I am so sorry.” Julia finally pulled away, only as far as the space between the car and Erin’s body would allow her. Erin’s scent was deliciously overwhelming from the heat they held between them. She wiped her eyes with a tissue from her pocket. “I’ve never–”
“Don’t you dare,” she interrupted, forcing Julia to avert her embarrassed eyes away.
Their bodies were now just inches apart; not as close as they were, but even more intimate as they looked each other in the face. Erin lifted her cold hand and placed it gently on Julia’s warm cheek, holding it there.
“Don’t you ever apologize for crying,” Erin’s shaking voice demanded. “Don’t you ever apologize for how you cope with the remains that someone else left you.”
Julia just looked at her, completely stunned. How was she so spectacular, knowing just what to say and how to touch her? How did she look at her like that and make her think that before her, before that very moment she hadn’t truly been seen until those springtime eyes locked onto her for the first time? Julia leaned her head on Erin’s shoulder again, breathing in that vanilla scent.
“How do you do that?” she whispered.
“Do what?” Erin asked, her hand gently running through Julia’s long blond hair, tucking it behind her ear.
“Hold me and make everything okay.” The words slipped past Julia’s icy lips, and then she froze, realizing the weight of what she just said.
Erin didn’t say anything. She wrapped her arms tighter around Julia as they leaned against that car. Julia allowed her shoulders to slump into Erin as she closed her eyes with a glimmer of peace she lost years ago.
Peace was funny like that. Sometimes it was steady, a constant that welcomed one home. Sometimes it was a flash of hope passing like time within the night. It was the first sip of coffee in the early morning,the sunshine on her face as she stepped outside on a Tuesday afternoon in August. It was throwing out a chipped mug even though Marin’s hands were the last to warm its ceramic handle. It was sitting in the living room reading a book and getting lost in its pages rather than the expanding emptiness around her.
They stood there, arms entangled around the other, with noses sunk deep into the scents of their necks for what seemed like seconds but could’ve been minutes. The ‘open’ light of the shop behind them flickered briefly and then went dark. They both stood a little straighter, afraid to pull away as the streetlight reflected off the car’s red paint.
“You should get home,” Erin breathed into Julia’s neck almost as if she was taking in her natural, earthy scent, “and get some rest.”
“Right, rest.”
She didn’t mean to ruin the moment. It just was that she didn’t know what rest was anymore. Was it when she would finally allow her body to sink into sleep, only to be woken in sweat-soaked sheets an hour later? Was it lying in bed for twelve hours on a Saturday because no matter how much sleep she did get, her bones ached with a longing of the nothingness that only sleep could bring? Was it sitting down with a book and feeling guilty because there was something else she should be doing?
Julia finally leaned back more towards the car, pulling just slightly away from Erin. Erin took the hint. She stepped back onto the sidewalk, straightening her coat as she brushed the dried white dirt off.
“Thank you for dinner.” Erin’s soft, watery filled eyes lifted.
“Thank you for,” Julia trailed off, unsure of what part to thank her for. “Thank you.”
“I guess I’ll see you Monday?”
“Yeah,” Julia said with a nod. “Get home safe.”
She wanted to reach for that familiar hug again, but what did strangers do when they said goodbye? It’s most definitely not a cuddly embrace, but a handshake felt inappropriate for the moment they just shared. Instead, Julia smiled at her just a little too long. Erin did the same.
She got into her car, prepared to drive away, but Julia couldn’t help but steal one last glance at Erin standing on the sidewalk. The world seemed a little less daunting, a little more hopeful as she started the engine and drove off into the night.
When she got home, for the first time in more days than she could keep track, she walked into that house and didn’t think of Marin. She didn’t see her in the office, picture her in the kitchen fixing her tea, or feel her in the cold sheets when she crawled in. For once, she didn’t feel sorry for what was or was no longer. She just was. Everything just was, and at the very back of it, she saw Erin’s smile as she drifted away to the hum of the fan twirling above her.



Chapter Eight
Julia didn’t realize the sun began to set until her legs cramped from being in the same position for almost twelve hours. She finalized twenty-two teacher evaluations and planned out the activities for the next faculty meeting still two and a half weeks out. Forced to get up, she admired the papers scattered around her in disarray. Organized chaos, she reminded herself.
She knew sitting on the couch promoted bad posture, knew there was a perfectly empty desk just several paces away. But she liked the way she sunk into the cushions with her laptop perched on her legs. It always brought her back to when things were simpler, easier.
***
Twenty years ago, she met Marin at a charity event. Julia attended because ticket sales supported the expansion of after-school programs for underprivileged communities. She wore a formal yellow gown with a daring thigh slit. She could wear things like that back then. The dress hugged her curves and the neckline fell just below her shoulders, tracing her chest in a sweetheart cut. It was stunning.
She caught sight of Marin from across the room halfway through the night. Leaning against the bar, she held a crystal glass of bubbling champagne in her right hand. Her head was thrown back in an infectious fit of laughter. Even to this day, Julia still doesn’t know what was so funny.
A long black gown hugged her waist and fell in shining ruffles over her slender hips. Back then, her fiery red hair flowed in magnificent waves, trailing behind her like flickering flames. She had little auburn freckles that speckled her ivory complexion. They traced the bridge of her nose and fell just under those sparkling blue eyes. Though time faded them, obscured by years of nighttime moisturizer, Julia could still recall the precise spot where they disappeared just behind the curve of her ears.
It was that laugh that made Julia not want to take her eyes off of her. Her voice defied expectation. She was tall and slender–the very definition of elegance. She resembled those historic portraits in museums–the ones of great women, with hair always in the most perfect place, lips always in such a pose that anyone could see how others bowed before them. That was the air that Marin commanded, grabbing attention in the most dramatic way.
Her voice wasn’t like that, though. It wasn’t clean with a high tone. Her voice was a mix of sultry spice and controlled rasp. It was unlike anything Julia heard before and her laugh was contagious. Julia fought the need to smile while watching, while observing the spectacle she stumbled upon.
With her own champagne in hand, Julia stood there, unable to tear her gaze away, wondering what kind of joke could make a woman like that laugh. That was when Marin looked over and saw her, too. Julia jerked her eyes away so fast her champagne threatened to lurch out of her glass.
She turned back to the group of administrators she was huddled with, also from Kleinton, who chatted about the phenomenal turn out. They clinked glasses of whiskey and champagne over comments of how much money the event might actually result in and what types of programs could be developed.
She was mid conversation about her upcoming involvement in a new lunch food initiative when Marin appeared at her side. She was startled, completely in awe over her bold grace as Marin slid right in–a magnificent river separating simple marshy banks.
“Good afternoon,” she said in greeting, raising her glass to everyone. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Marin Hartland with Hendrickson Marketing.”
“Penelope Riley.”
“Jackson Graham.”
“Elizabeth Jostly,” another added, all shaking her hand around the circle.
“Julia Jenner,” she introduced lastly.
And that was all it took. As the crowd thinned and tipsy adults ran out of checks to write, they packed into their taxis and Ubers. Julia and Marin sat around the grand fireplace, soaking up the intimacy of their own company. They had an entire bottle of champagne to themselves, filling their glasses to their heart’s desire.
Julia said anything to hear that laugh again. She mentioned she taught science and how last week a student distracted her in the hall just so another could pull the emergency eye wash shower. Marin confessed she was just starting her master’s in marketing, and how she submitted a copy of her grocery list to the editors instead of her rough draft on the last communication analysis. They laughed until their mascara was beyond repair.
“Well, I think they may kick us out if we don’t head out soon.” Marin chuckled, leaving her hand on Julia’s thigh as she spoke.
Julia wasn’t sure if there was flirting in the subtle way Marin would reach out and hold her arm or leg as she laughed, or if that was what young women in their twenties did then. She could’ve imagined how her laugh sounded louder when she was the cause over that young bartender.
“I suppose so.” Julia’s eyes glistened with the reflection of the fire in them.
She stood, and Marin followed her lead. She smiled at her–both just stuck in that gaze–with the backdrop of that extravagant fireplace behind them. Maybe there was something in the way Marin looked at her. Just maybe.
Uncertainty lingered in her mind until Marin placed one hand on her waist and pulled her body against hers. She held Julia there, their faces just inches apart as she gasped for a breath before pressing those soft lips into hers. It was bold, something Julia would never have done. Marin’s tasted like luscious champagne bubbles, sending fireworks exploding in her stomach. Julia pulled back, stunned and in blissful awe at the same time.
“I’d like to see you again.” Marin’s raspy voice filled Julia’s head with foggy warmth.
“How’s right now?” Julia’s voice was sultry and so unfamiliar to hear like that. She wasn’t that bold, but the way Marin’s eyes undressed her lit a fire that she couldn’t ignore.
“Let’s go.” Marin kissed her again, this time pushing her hips into Julia’s.
They called a taxi, barely able to keep their hands off each other in the back seat as he pretended not to notice. They didn’t try very well. The driver kept looking back in his mirror and then darting his eyes away again. Marin pushed Julia into the seat and she felt flat on top of her. They laughed over the alcohol that hazed their vision and ignited their chest.
Julia kissed Marin into the building of her apartment, barely allowing her the time to type in her keycode to her door before running up the stairs. Julia laughed as she chased that red hair, trying so desperately not to fall in that ridiculously tight dress.
Marin’s studio was small and simple, designed more for a lowly college student than a young professional woman. The bed laid out in the open, just across from her couch and television and within a few steps from the kitchen. At least it was a short trip.
Without hesitation, Marin approached Julia, her hands immediately tangling in her golden locks. She pressed her against the open door, the weight of their bodies colliding against it with a satisfying slam. Julia wanted to kiss every inch of Marin’s porcelain skin. She wanted to soak up every spice she could smell, but couldn’t taste.
Marin’s hand ventured to Julia’s thigh, where the slit in her dress revealed a glimpse of sun-kissed skin. Sliding her fingers beneath the smooth fabric, she pulled it up to Julia’s hips.
“Well then,” Julia exhaled against ruby red lips.
“I can’t stare at that leg any longer with all that fabric obscuring my view.”
With each step, she guided Marin backward, their bodies pressed together, and the dress inching up, revealing only delicate lace against skin.
That first night together, they lost themselves in the confines of that bed. Hours passed as their bodies intertwined, sweat forming and cascading down in a mix of salty and sweet raindrops. Yet, even in their exhaustedly trembling state, they couldn’t resist each other’s allure. That’s what their relationship was from the very beginning: spontaneity and passion. From the very moment they met, they craved each other. They had to have the other, and they did again, and again, and again.
The very next day they went out to dinner, and then the next day to the park, and then again the day after that, until they decided after just a couple of months that it would just be easier to live with each other than waste the time traveling to each other.
Typical Uhaul lesbians.
Their first shared apartment sat above an old Chinese restaurant downtown. It was a modest space, with just one bedroom and one bathroom. The scent of lo mein permeated the sheetrock, and the floors creaked under the weight of their footsteps. Despite its imperfections, it was their home–a place they could call their own.
They didn’t have a desk or office. They barely balanced paying their student debt on top of groceries and rent. Instead of silly things they’d have time to worry about later, after a long day of meetings and teaching, they laid next to each other on their cheap couch, sinking deep into the overly plush cushions while one read the paper and the other huddled over a novel. That was the comfort that became a need more than a simple want.
***
Despite now having a spacious home to spread out in and a desk to sit at, Julia still chose to sink into those cushions, desperate to feel that content tranquility again–of having nothing and having everything at the same time.
With a growling stomach from unintentionally fasting throughout the day, she made her way to the kitchen. Julia could cook. Oh, she made the most incredible dishes like Tuscan white bean and garlic soup, seared scallops and spinach beneath a pomegranate glaze, or her famous saffron risotto. She could easily own her own restaurant, entirely self-taught, too. She could make the most amazing meals, but she didn’t anymore. It was something about cooking for one, as if her enjoyment of the food alone wasn’t worthy of the time it took to make it.
Instead of reaching for a sauté pan to sear the salmon waiting in the refrigerator, she grabbed a ceramic soup bowl and poured an unhealthy serving of Fruity Pebbles into it. Instead of making anything for herself, she spent the rest of the night creating Keegan’s favorite appetizers for their girl’s day tomorrow: caprese salad, baked crab and artichoke dip, jalapeno poppers, shrimp cocktail, and of course, chicken wings. They’d spend the day planted in front of the television, yelling at referees while picking at snacks. Julia couldn’t wait for the reprieve.
Like each Sunday, she woke before her alarm. It was the same routine every week. She grabbed the vacuum and began cleaning in the kitchen. Her house was always spotless–Martha Stewart could eat off her floors. Julia was raised as a homemaker since she could walk, her mother’s voice still nagging in her ear that her plates still weren’t clean enough as she scrubbed them once more.
That might be one of the many reasons why she hadn’t invited her mother to New York for Thanksgiving the last few years. The last time she saw her, she was enjoying her very expensive retirement community in South Carolina. She spent her time ogling at the orange bachelors and tanning her pruny skin on the beach. She took pleasure in frustrating the staff with constant reminders of how different things were in her day, emphasizing the greater respect that was supposedly given to those with gray hair. She fought with her nurses instead of her family. That’s where Julia hoped she’d stay. Frankly, it’s the best money Julia’s ever spent.
The one time she actually visited her in the last couple of years, she sat on the beach across from her. Veronica never aged. Her perfectly styled gray hair seamlessly blended with the occasional strand of blonde that defied the passage of years–her face far too tight to be in her late seventies. That’s the power of Botox and a bitchy attitude, apparently. It was August, the last time she saw her. Summer vacation officially began, and the air was disgustingly humid. Julia planned a two-night stay, using the excuse of scheduling reports to cut her visit short.
***
“Where’s Marin?” Veronica asked, bringing a wrinkled hand to her sunglasses-covered face.
Veronica delicately speared another forkful of salad, her focus still fixated on maintaining her appearance. Even in her advanced age, she cared too much about what others thought of her body. Oh, no! Couldn’t possibly have that piece of cake! No, no, no, Julia, this salad is more than filling. Do you see these almonds? It was as if she believed Julia would be billed by the pound for her mother’s eventual demise from that resting bitch face.
Ocean waves caressing the shore and the gentle rustling palm trees overhead drowned out Julia’s thoughts. They could’ve met in the dining hall. Even more convenient, they could’ve sat over Zoom–perfectly protected in their own states–and chatted like they usually did, pretending to enjoy the other’s company.
Veronica could’ve done anything other than drag her daughter hundreds of miles away with guilt weighing down her suitcase, just to sit across from her on a beach, forced to apologize for her tone to the poor teenage waiter who was told the wine just wasn’t at the right temperature. It’s 105 degrees, Veronica. What did you expect?
She would give up her first-born child over seeing her disappointment in person, that sad look in her eyes. She carried that weight like an anchor around her heart. Being a superintendent wasn’t prestigious enough for Veronica Jenner’s only daughter. A lawyer? A doctor? Sure, that would’ve done it. If she married a man that was one of those things? Well, hot diggity damn. She would’ve had her mother’s approval over Mount Everest.
“Marin couldn’t make it,” Julia responded, a hint of disappointment in her voice. “She had a big week at work.” She lied. She always did.
“Mmm,” her mother said as she nodded, bringing the condensation-covered glass to her lips.
The wind whipped around them with the beat of the waves, but she was ready with her hair securely pinned back; unlike Julia, who wasn’t prepared for a casual lunch on the beach. She was in her usual flying attire–a navy suit with a white button up underneath. Her brown loafers–gold accent buckles matching the buttons on her jacket–were already filled with sand, itching every toe. Her thighs were sweaty from the cotton-wool blend of material, cooking in the summer sun. Veronica didn’t even offer the chance to change before having someone whisk her luggage away to their visitor’s wing.
“What are you doing these days, mom?” Julia asked, silently mouthing the words thank you as the waiter placed a scotch on the rocks in front of her. She didn’t even have to ask. It was as if the short few times she visited, they knew.
“Oh, you know,” she hummed, lifting her glass and gazing towards the ocean as if posing for a photo. The drama. Already?
“Actually, I don’t know,” Julia admitted. “What’s the activity this week? Pickleball? Bingo? Oh! Are you learning the harmonica?” Her voice was between glee and sincerity, and Veronica couldn’t place it.
Julia knew her mother picked the ‘hippest’ place she could find. It had the newest facilities and the best view money could buy. She never even called it what it was: a retirement community.
She’d her friends, laminating over the wild nights they used to have roaming the streets. She’d chuckle, never a laugh, and claim that everything on her retreat was exactly up to Veronica Jenner’s standards. They’d visit her, sitting in her suite or lounging in the hot tubs while smoking cigarettes and drinking wine. They’d allow her to pretend it’s a vacation, and then they’d leave.
Julia would take any chance she could at reminding her mother of the very thing she hated so much: aging. It was the least she could do–a subtle rebellion, if you will. It wasn’t a lavish getaway. It was her home for the foreseeable future.
“Very funny, Julia,” she scoffed. “I haven’t seen Marin in a very long time.”
“She’s a busy woman.”
“Too busy for her mother?” Veronica gasped, far too dramatic for the circumstance.
Julia didn’t admit that she was even too busy for her at times. She didn’t shove in her face that her only actual daughter was sitting right across from her, as if that mattered.
“But I’m here, mom.” She tried to give her best good-daughter smile. “I’m so excited to spend your birthday with you.”
Veronica’s lack of response spoke volumes. No light ever glimmered in her eyes as she hugged Julia. She never expressed how excited she was to see her, never thanked her for taking the time out of her hectic life to make the trip there.
Don’t get her wrong; she loved her mom, but the distant once a month phone call to catch up on absolutely nothing was more than enough for her those days. She didn’t need her there and she most definitely didn’t need that look of disappointment face-to-face while stating that a better kept house probably would have made Marin stay. Yes, mom. It was that one week that I skipped laundry that finally pushed Mar away.
***
Julia finished drying off her damp hands from scrubbing the sink one last time when the front door opened with a bustle of bags. Keegan was late, as usual. It wasn’t surprising with the fleet of children she had to corral to their grandparents on the trip over.
Their tradition started as an every other week occurrence with Marin and a few other friends. After a while, life got busy or rather, they chose what was more important to spend their time doing. Then, it was just Julia and Keegan, and that was just fine with them.
Julia smiled at Keegan standing in the foyer with two bottles of merlot in her arms, something resembling yogurt staining her jacket.
“Emery just had to have one of those stupid yogurt tubes in the car and of course I didn’t see it in her hands before grabbing her out of her car seat,” she grumbled, shaking her head. “These kids will kill me one day.” She removed her jacket and headed towards the sink.
Keegan’s black hair was straightened, and they both wore their usual attire: old jeans and tattered t-shirts. Julia’s shirt was partially tucked in in the front, a long red crocheted cardigan hanging off her shoulders.
“Happy you made it in one piece,” Julia teased, taking the wine to the chiller. “I was thinking about calling the Sheriff there for a second. Figured you got lost, or kidnapped. With your luck, my money was on the kidnapper returning you.”
“Very funny. He just dropped me off, obviously. Oh–” snorted Keegan from the kitchen, “I’ve been dreaming about these poppers since Wednesday!”
“They’re all yours!”
“Thanks, Susie Homemaker.”
“If you had the time, you’d do the same.” Julia began taking the trays of food to the coffee table in the living room. Keegan rolled her eyes.
“If I had the time, maybe I could attempt it,” she retorted, popping a piece of cheese into her mouth. “But honestly, I could never keep my house as clean or come up with such amazing recipes, even if I didn’t have an army of kiddos wreaking havoc.”
Julia couldn’t help but smile as she arranged the rest of the trays on the coffee table. Keegan followed her, carrying two glasses of wine. Julia watched as she took the chaise to the side and immediately sunk into it, stretching her feet out onto the coffee table.
“Okay,” she took another sip of her wine and then leaned forward. “I can’t take it anymore. How did the talk with Erin go last night?”
“It went well! We went over the schedule, and everything is sorted out for Monday,” Julia replied, her focus on finding the remote for the television.
“Julia,” Keegan said sternly, narrowing her dark eyes and raising her glass to her lips. “You know that’s not the part I’m interested in.”
“It isn’t?” She played coy. She spent enough time with teenagers that she was good at it. “That’s the part that involves you.”
“I spoke with Erin about that schedule yesterday, as you most likely already know.”
“Oh, right! Any concerns?” She finally made eye contact as she tilted the dry goodness of her wine to her mouth. It was always something about that first sip that calmed any nerves.
“Only with your intelligence.” Keegan grinned as she tossed a pillow towards the middle of the couch, just missing Julia’s elbow.
“If you stain this white couch with red wine, you’ll pay in purgatory!”
“I’m paying now.” Keegan laughed as she got more comfortable. “Seriously, though. When’s the next date?”
“It wasn’t a date.”
“I know, I know,” she groaned.
“Do you, though?”
“I wish you’d just let go once in the while. You know, have a little fun?”
“Let go of what?”
“You could drive a woman to drink!” Keegan shouted, exaggeratedly finishing her wine.
“You’d drink with or without me,” Julia scoffed.
“Fine, when is the next non-date?” Keegan’s devilish smile forced Julia to sigh at her optimism.
“There will be no more non-dates. We’re focusing on the job at hand,” Julia said flatly.
Keegan leaned back into the couch and pulled her empty glass back to her lips, disappointed to see she reached the bottom. She stood, eyes still rolling.
“Job at hand?” Keegan repeated. “What are we? The mafia?”
Julia almost choked on the wine trickling down the back of her throat. “Maybe. You didn’t read the fine print of your contract very well, did you?”
“If you say so, boss,” she said sarcastically, her voice teetering on a Boston accent. “Refill?”
“If this is the topic of conversation, absolutely.” She held up her still partially full glass and Keegan took it to the kitchen.
“Has the board hinted at how they will be using this information?” Keegan asked, her voice traveling to the living room where Julia still sat.
“You know I can’t talk to you about that,” Julia answered, graciously taking her freshly filled glass of wine from Keegan’s grasp.
“You can’t even share just a bit?”
“Confidentiality states no.” Julia smiled to herself as Keegan eagerly piled shrimp onto a plate.
“Oh!” she exclaimed, putting her glass down. Keegan began to pull some shrimp onto a plate. “Is Brianne off the waitlist for school yet?”
“Not yet. They’re saying hopefully within a month or so. It’s so funny how we’ve waited a year for her to get into the district when the first three got right in!” Keegan stuffed her mouth full of food as she picked her wine back up. A chaser, you might call it.
“One article in Education Weekly and our numbers doubled overnight.”
“The internet is a scary place.” Keegan grimaced. “Oh, and so did the value of everyone’s home in the area! How much do you think yours would be worth now? You could sell it! Move closer to town?”
“Oh, that doesn’t matter.” Julia shook the thought right out of her head.
“Why doesn’t it?”
“Because this is where I belong,” Julia said, a painfully broken smile on her lips. “It’s home.” It wasn’t a big smile, not one where her teeth showed, but her mouth curled upward, nonetheless. She pushed the thought far away. “More shrimp?”
They sat around that table and ate until they waddled, drank until they swayed, and laughed until uncontrollable tears streamed down their face. Like every week, they shared stories about what students were gossiping about and which teachers were involved. They shouted at the television throughout the entire game, claiming that if they had a football, they’d run circles around those men even in heels and a pink tutu.
By the time they realized both bottles of wine were somehow missing, they were to the point of drowsiness as the sun set beyond the mountain of pine trees in the window. The weight of the week felt heavy as exhaustion seeped into their bones.
Slurring her words, Keegan leaned forward and said, “so, tell me exactly how you let Erin down.”
Julia groaned, “you really know how to beat a dead horse.” A hint of amusement tugged at the corners of her lips. Keegan giggled, her laughter amplified by the alcohol.
“I won’t drop it.” She swayed with her speech, flinging her legs haphazardly over the arm of the chair. “I will be a thorn in your side until you spill it all.”
“I know,” Julia sighed. “She took it fine. I said that night wouldn’t affect our work, and she said okay.”
“That’s it?” Keegan shouted in disbelief, drunk hands thrown up in astonishment.
“Yes, it’s that simple. See, no more non-dates.”
“That may have been what she said, but what did her body say?” Keegan shook her chest and almost fell over as she leaned more towards Julia.
“What do you mean?” Words were just as hard for Julia to focus on, just as hard for her lips to form letters.
“For a woman,” Keegan scoffed, “you know nothing about women.”
“Harsh!” Julia threw a pillow at her. Keegan barely caught it as it bounced off her lap.
As the clock ticked towards midnight, a knock on the door interrupted their conversation. Ben, Keegan’s husband, smiled from the other side of the glass flanking the door. Laughing and stumbling, they made their way to Ben’s car with Julia guiding them.
“To be continued.” Keegan giggled as she tried to stand. “You’re not off the hooky hook. Not in the least, Julia Marie Jenner.”
Julia walked her to the door. Ben reached out a helping hand, and they both stumbled with her to the front seat of the Tahoe.
“Sorry.” Julia grinned as she handed her friend off. Ben just shook his head with a smile, knowing all too well they needed it.



Chapter Nine
Julia awoke early Monday morning, unusually before her obnoxious alarm. It wasn’t that she had enough sleep–she was awake for more than half of the night–she was excited for change. She’s functioned on autopilot the entire last year, going through the motions and dodging the punches as they came. A break from normalcy could be just what she needed. Seeing Erin again was a bonus too, more so than she’d ever admit.
By the time Erin strolled in, one hour earlier than expected, Julia was there for at least thirty minutes. She stood talking to Keegan at the front desk, laughing about how Ben made a valiant attempt to carry her up the stairs at their home the previous night as she continuously stumbled.
“It’s impressive to have the skill to fall up a flight of stairs,” Julia laughed, holding a yellow folder stuffed with color-coded schedules and faculty contacts to her chest.
“He should have left me on the couch.”
Meanwhile, in the doorway, Erin stood frozen. Julia’s gaze lifted to meet Erin’s, taking in her well-tailored suit, fitted to her curves. Her hair flowed in natural, beachy waves, artfully parted to the side. It blended so beautifully with the gray color of her outfit and the darkness of her heels. She wore mauve lipstick, forcing her tan skin to pop against its paleness.
“Oh!” Erin stammered, momentarily taken aback. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize anyone else would be here so early.”
“We’re early birds here at Kleinton.” Julia’s smile widened as she continued, “do you often make a habit of breaking into unfamiliar schools so early?”
Erin’s smile matched Julia’s as she interrupted, twirling the ID badge and keys she had been given the day before around her finger. “If only you hadn’t given me a key.”
“Fair point,” Keegan replied, standing from the desk. “I know we briefly had an introduction Friday and the phone call Saturday, but I’m sure you’ve met a lot of people since then. I’m Keegan Marrow, Dr. Jenner’s assistant.”
“Erin Calanis.”
Keegan reached across and shook Erin’s hand. “It’s so nice to see you again.” She flourished thestatement, and Julia fought the urge to roll her eyes. Julia stepped across the office and extended her hand.
“Nice to see you again, Ms. Calanis.” As their palms met, Julia couldn’t help but feel a gentle tingle, giving rise to small bumps beneath her clothes.
“You as well, Dr. Jenner,” Erin replied, her voice low and intimate. She allowed her hand and eyes to linger just a little too long. She’s not going to make it easy.
“If you’d come with me,” Julia suggested, breaking the tension, “I’ll show you where you’ll be working for the short-term, and then Keegan will take you on a tour of the school.”
“Absolutely, that sounds great,” Erin agreed, nodding as she unwrapped her green scarf from around her neck.
Julia took the lead, guiding Erin down the hallway lined with administrative offices. Her own was on the right side, just a few steps away. As they approached the door, Julia noticed her thumb involuntarily rubbing against her ring finger again. Dammit.
She held the door open, using the small task to divert her attention from her restless hand. Her office, one of the largest in the building, had plenty of room for two people to work independently. At first she wasn’t sure it would be a good idea–having the potential to be distracted by Erin all day–but it could have its benefits too. After a long conversation to herself–yes, she found herself doing that again–she knew everything would be fine. Hopefully.
“I know this isn’t ideal, but with the recent expansion in students, we’re using all of our classrooms and offices at the moment,” Julia apologized. “I’m working on securing you your own space, but would you mind sharing my office in the meantime?”
“Oh,” she said, appearing surprised, “of course not.”
Julia gestured towards the desk, already filled with pencils and paper, as she placed the folder she was carrying atop it. “You can set up here. Feel free to hang your coat and store your bags. You can come and go as you please, and any meetings I have will be held in the conference room instead of here.”
On the outside, Julia was a mask of solid confidence. On the inside? Everything hurdled at her at once in a hurricane level wind. Was it too late for her to convince Erin she had the wrong school? Was January too early to resign?
“I wouldn’t be imposing?” asked Erin, her eyes not leaving the personal office area Julia arranged earlier that morning, “because I’m more than happy working out of the conference room, too.”
“Not at all. It would be nice to talk more about what you’re observing.”
She stepped towards her own desk and took a sip of her coffee as Erin settled in. She watched out of the corner of her eye as she gracefully slid off her jacket and adjusted the front of her shirt. Just that little bit of movement was more than distracting–her eyes never leaving those curls. This will most definitely, without a doubt, 100%, not be fine.
“And if you ever need any privacy or a moment to yourself, I’m happy to step out or you can use the conference room if it isn’t scheduled,” Julia offered, desperate to break the silence. Erin nodded and opened her mouth to respond when Keegan appeared in the doorway.
“Ready, Ms. Calanis?” Keegan asked, peering in from the hallway.
“Absolutely.” She turned back to her briefcase, searching for something. “Just let me find my notebook, and I’ll be right there.”
“There’s one on the desk if you need,” Julia spoke quietly from her desk. Not looking up from the planner, she began filling in with nothing but nonsense numbers.
“Thank you, Dr. Jenner.”
There was a shuffling noise as she picked up the notebook. Julia listened as their voices faded down the hallway, merging with the distance. With their departure, she refocused on her routine. She worked on financial reports, reviewing and responding to budget increase requests and last-minute supply orders.
After Erin returned from the tour with Keegan, she spent the entire morning working at her new desk. Julia tried not to bother her, tried to give her space while she studied schedules and initial plans. No matter how badly she wanted to ask her all of the questions that burned in her mind from last night, she let her be.
When lunch rolled around, Erin left to explore the halls before her first department meeting. Julia found herself absentmindedly glancing up at her desk even after it was empty, half-expecting to admire the way she’d run her fingers through her hair while deep in thought.
Usually, she couldn’t wait for someone to leave her office. It was her sanctuary; a place where she could take a break from the hecticness of the day. She hated when it was invaded, but she didn’t feel that way with Erin.
When she wasn’t there, it suddenly felt too still. The only sounds were the periodic chimes of bells at the end of a class period or the faint shuffling of feet through the cracks beneath closed doors. When she came back and settled in that same chair, things just felt right.
Throughout the day, they remained in the same room, working side by side. Their fingers danced across keyboards, papers organized into files, and subtle sighs escaping into the air, all amidst near silence. It was something about the way she moved, the way her nose scrunched up when she ran out of ideas, that forced Julia to smile at every chance.
In the midst of being lost in thought, Julia jerked up from her desk, almost spilling her freshly brewed coffee, as a loud clamor echoed in the distance. She heard high-pitched screams reverberate off the concrete walls throughout the office.
She rushed outside, looking both ways to see where the commotion was coming from. It wasn’t in the cafeteria wing, which was just past the glass windows to her right. It wasn’t from any other administrator’s offices. As she turned the corner to the main office, the scene unfolded before her eyes. Two girls stood just outside the door, one with a fistful of the other’s blond hair. Two teachers stood to the side, attempting to mediate the situation without directly intervening.
Just as she opened the main office door to break up the contact, she watched as Erin rushed around the corner from the cafeteria. Even in heels and a suit, she didn’t hesitate as she pushed herself between the two girls. They reached out their arms, desperate to still grab the other even through the adult’s body.
“What’s going on here?” Julia’s voice thundered through the hallway, causing everyone to freeze.
The two girls remained in their suspended poses, their arms outstretched around Erin. Taking advantage of the momentary pause, Erin gently held the arm of the blond girl and guided her a few steps back. Julia positioned herself next to the other with bulging eyes.
“She stole my phone and sent a text to my boyfriend!” the dark-haired girl closest to Julia screeched, her voice filled with immature indignation.
“I did not!” the other retorted, equally whiny and high-pitched.
“Did too!”
“Did not!”
“Did too!”
The two girls couldn’t have been any older than in 9th grade. Fuzzy toys hung off the backpacks they haphazardly threw to the ground. The girl lunged once again towards her counterpart, but Erin swiftly positioned her body between them, shielding them from physical contact. Meanwhile, Julia extended her arm, gently holding back the dark-haired girl with an open palm.
“Danielle,” Julia warned.
Their eyes locked in a brief but intense exchange. Gradually, Danielle lowered her gaze and released the tension in her body, signaling she could be let go.
Erin was now facing the other. With almost a thousand students, Julia didn’t know the faces of all of them. This was one of those instances that small, intimate numbers would’ve been beneficial. She noticed Erin’s hands resting softly on the girl’s shoulders.
“Life is full of choices,” Erin whispered, fury still evident on the girl’s reddened face. “This is a choice. You always have a choice. At some point, your choices will add up. They will matter. What you do right now will matter. So, what’s your choice?”
Erin let go of her and stepped aside. The redness in the girl’s face pinkened, her shoulders slumped. With a quick turn, she dramatically opened the office door and took a seat in a chair just outside Julia’s office. Julia let out a quiet sigh, feeling a mixture of admiration and relief.
Julia led Danielle inside and sat her in a chair about ten paces away from the other girl. They seemed calm enough to be in the same room. Keegan came down the hallway, confused by the puzzled looks of the faculty in the hall. She knew she missed something.
“Thank you, everyone.” Julia dismissed the onlooking students with faces pressed against the wall and the teachers who tried to help. She looked back at Erin, who held her hands on her waist as she released a held breath. “Thank you.”
“My pleasure. Do you often have fist fights in the hallway?” she joked.
Julia immediately panicked. The realization that she was under a microscope loomed in the distance. Every single moment, including that incident, had the potential to end up in a report. It went beyond academic matters.
She became too comfortable. She fell into the familiar nature of Erin too fast. She knew at that moment how wrong she was. She couldn’t do this. This was such a big mistake. It was risking far too much, far too soon.
“No,” she responded as seriously as she could. “This hardly ever happens. Please, don’t–” Before she could finish her sentence Erin stepped closer, vigorously shaking her head.
“Julia,” her voice was so soft, her hand gracing the side of her arm, “please don’t panic that I’m going to go and tattle on everything that happens in my presence.”
“You are here to observe and report.”
“Educational practices and from what I see, there’s nothing concerning. You’re doing fine.”
Erin gave a small smile, but all Julia could focus on was her hand on her arm. She looked down at it, the way her slender fingers wrapped so effortlessly around her skin. Julia looked back up and met Erin’s eyes. She held them, completely forgetting where they were.
Erin suddenly dropped her hand, took a step back, and then headed towards the office without another word. Julia watched as she stopped and spoke to Keegan before disappearing behind her door.
Julia took a moment and composed herself, taking a deep breath and then wiping her sweaty palms on her pants before making a move. She used one of the conference rooms to debrief with each girl–after school detention being the punishment for both. By the time they left, the girls were laughing and chatting animatedly down the hallway, their conflict forgotten.
That was how the next several weeks went. Julia diffused situation after situation, all while Erin supported from her side. Erin fit right in, took immediate control without ever second guessing. She was a natural within the school, and the faculty was already loosening up around her, relying on her expertise. Just like Julia fit next to her in The Tipsy Hatter, she fit within the community of Kleinton.
Somehow Erin could remain focused on her work in the office, while Julia had to make a conscious effort to maintain her distance and professionalism. Erin pretended not to see her watching, and she tried her best to focus her eyes on anything else. It didn’t matter how hard she tried; she found herself falling far too deep in the comfort it gave her to look up and see those walnut colored curls. She caught herself getting more and more distracted by the sound of her breathing, the way she sighed at the paperwork before her.
There were times when Julia looked up and smiled after meeting Erin’s eyes. She’d pull away, embarrassed at the fact that Erin might think she was staring. What she never accounted for was that Erin could only catch her in the act if she was looking at her, too.
Instead of scheduling time to ask questions or review findings so far, Erin slid a chair across the room. She always sat closer than she had to, leaned over more than necessary. Sometimes she asked questions she didn’t need help answering, just to breathe in the same air.
Julia told herself each day that they could do this. They could be professional without thinking anymore about those stolen kisses past midnight. But gosh those lips. Julia still lost herself in the rosiness of them, especially when she came close enough for her to smell that honeysuckle mix with vanilla–a tropical escape she wanted the first flight off to.
“Dr. Jenner,” Erin began, swiveling her chair away from her desk to face Julia.
The soft light filtered through the dusty gray clouds and threw fragmented patterns on the walls. The lights were off, dimly soothing their tired eyes in dusk.
“We’ve talked about this.” She smiled, closing her laptop screen. “You can call me Julia. After almost four weeks of working in this office together, listening to me jab on at every meeting, you get to call me by my first name.”
“Julia,” she corrected herself. “I have a really great start to my report, but I think it would be a nice idea to begin my administrative inspection now.” Leaning on her chair, she looked at Julia with curiosity.
“I don’t think that should be a problem,” Julia replied, her heart beating just a little faster.
Erin turned back to her desk and grabbed a sticky note, preparing to jot down some notes. She looked so unbothered, so natural in her position.
“Who would you recommend as a good starting point?”
Julia’s voice dropped to a quiet tone as she suggested, “how about me, right now?”
Erin turned towards her, one leg swung over the other. She held her pen just below her bottom lip. She had that hot professional look going on–purposefully messy hair sitting just below her shoulders as she smiled past that pen.
“Sounds perfect.”
Her lip gloss reflected the light from the window, accentuating the tanned tones of her complexion. Julia held back every impulse to stand up and kiss those cupid bows. What had that woman done to her–to undo her like that?
Erin rose from her desk and took a seat in the chair opposite her. She leaned against her arm the same casual way she had before, pressing her weight into Julia’s desk while maintaining eye contact. A smile played on her lips, the pen still poised on her chin. She was so unintentionally beautiful, so graceful in a way that made Julia’s breath continuously hiccup.
Opening a notebook before her, Erin spoke, her words sounding like a question but carrying the weight of a statement. “You’ve increased your budget threshold by 1.5%?”
“Yes,” Julia sat up just a little straighter, pulling a notepad from the side of her desk.
Erin inquired further. “What’s the purpose of that, considering Kleinton has maintained the same school taxes for the past decade, at least?”
“Jumping right in, I see,” Julia joked. “Well, as you know,” Julia began in her teacher voice, the one that called attention and put her in the spot of authority, “we’re allowed a budgetary increase up to 3%, which we haven’t done in some time. We’ve had an increase in enrollment numbers. In response to this, we needed to address the necessary demand for more faculty and spaces to teach those students. We all understand the benefit of lower-class sizes.”
“Completely understandable.”
“Yes, it is. Of course, we have a plan to reduce the budget threshold again once we can secure funded grants. This is just a transitional period.”
Erin nodded, writing down notes to analyze later.
“What do you have to say about the teacher who was suspended without pay last school year, and then fired after allegations regarding texting underage students?” Erin asked it in a cool voice that mimicked a reporter, but her face didn’t match what should have been cool serene. A mix of concern and regret masked her as if that was the last question she ever wanted to ask.
Julia gasped in utter disbelief. She didn’t wait for a response or explanation. She’d be the last person to condone such behavior. The teacher was found innocent at the end of the grueling investigation, and text message history even proved it. Two senior students failed their final and instead of taking summer school before graduation, they came up with a lie. The rumors ran too deep, and the board forced Julia to release the teacher of his duties with a severance package. It was Kleinton’s image, after all.
Julia couldn’t help but let her emotions color her words.
“I would ask you, would you want to be judged the rest of your life based on our character in that bathroom many weeks ago?” Julia tried not to flush the color of Erin’s lips. “That one simple action could be grossly misinterpreted. That teacher did nothing wrong other than rightfully fail two students. He should still be here, but he’s unemployed with no chance of ever getting another job in education because no publicity is better than bad publicity for KHS.”
Erin’s eyes widened in astonishment as she absorbed Julia’s reaction. Her voice grew more pointed and harsher towards the end, momentarily forgetting who she was speaking to. Julia couldn’t help but carry the weight of guilt upon herself. She should have fought the board harder–should have reminded them that their integrity was more important than the bad press.
“I’ll note that,” Erin said with a nod, looking down to scribble something on her paper.
“No,” Julia pleaded, shaking her head and pressing her hand onto her eyes. “Please don’t include that. Just say I had no comment or that it has already been addressed.”
Erin raised her gaze, lines of concern etched into her skin with a thin marker. “I’m sorry I had to ask that,” she sighed, her voice soft and quiet. “There are some things that are under my prerogative, and there are those I have to. I’m sorry.”
Julia believed her. She didn’t know why. All she knew was that she did.
Erin asked next about department overtures, after-school programs, and remediation efforts. The last, mostly the focus of her interrogation. She asked about her involvement in the teacher preparedness mentoring program, as well as teacher retention strategies. They reviewed the cost per student of after-school sports and whether budget lines should be increased or decreased based on outcome. They analyzed regents scores and scoured over students’ grades. They found chemistry was the lowest of all scores.
“What’s your plan?”
“My plan?” asked Julia, already exhausted from Erin’s relentless line of questioning already. She was cute as a button, but holy hell, could she beat information out of her.
“To increase Chemistry Regent scores? They’re a huge component of your academic profile,” she explained, but Julia already knew all that.
“Our Chemistry teacher was one of our early retirees. We just onboarded our new hire, and fortunately, she’s a new, younger teacher. She has some incredible curriculum ideas, which we believe will contribute to significant improvements.”
“What are those ideas?”
“Well,” Julia paused as she desperately tried to recall what the teacher previously said, “I don’t quite remember the specifics.”
It was such a long couple of weeks. She barely remembered if she ate anything that day, let alone what was expressed dozens of interviews later.
“So, you only know that she has ideas?” Erin pressed on.
“Yes.”
“How do you know they’re any good if she is so new?”
“I don’t,” admitted Julia. “I trust that she will find her way and make a positive impact. She has a supportive mentor to guide her, and she just needs some time to adjust.”
“I think you should consider a more concrete plan,” suggested Erin, closing the notebook in front of her.
It really wasn’t a suggestion. She crossed one leg over the other, her pants pulled tightly across her thighs–the entire essence of a woman who meant business.
Julia wasn’t one of those people who hated being told she was wrong. She wasn’t one of those educators who thought she knew it all. She knew she didn’t, and that wasn’t a weakness.
When she was younger, her parents marveled at her buried beneath the sheets, absorbed in the stories bursting to life. They were convinced that maybe she had fallen one too many times as a toddler, jostling something loose in that beautiful mind. That wasn’t the case. She just fell in love with the feeling of absorbing words, as if each page held a gateway to an entire world of escape.
She still remembers a camping trip to the Adirondacks with her Girl Scout troop. They gathered around a campfire, perched on a rain-soaked log as the stars basked the pine trees in a luminous glow. The moonlight created shadows on their young faces that danced as they giggled.
Right before they had to split into groups to see who could find the most constellations, each little girl had to say what made them the happiest and then what their biggest fear was. They started with lighthearted answers, like cozy blankets and bedtime stories. Then, their fears ventured into the dark, spiders, and the thought of growing up and leaving their mothers.
As night ticked on and the laughter died down, it was Julia’s turn to share. She knew she was different, but she was okay with that, even then. She didn’t want to be traditional or ordinary. She wanted to be extraordinary. She wanted a life other than the one she was given.
With her bedtime book tucked beneath her leg, she told them her biggest fear was ignorance. She watched as the eyes of each girl squinted with confusion as the adults intriguingly widened. All Julia could do was laugh at the irony–laugh at the fact that she was so misunderstood when she probably understood more than all of them. That was her, though, always the one who was more interested in understanding rather than being understood.
“I can help you with a plan,” Erin offered, “if you’re interested.”
“Thank you.” Julia couldn’t help but smile back. “That would be really kind.”
“It’s kind of my job.”
“I thought your job was to report?”
“It is, but somehow I got this far in my career. So, I must know something.”
And she did. Her mind worked in such an analytic way, something Julia could never do. Julia focused on the people, on the outcomes of situations and how they affected others. It suited her well; it helped her be a better educator and administrator.
Erin, on the other hand, focused on the numbers that produced the best outcomes. She balanced the financial aspects with the actual results each action would have on the students. She peeled away the layers of each situation like a blooming onion, finding what laid beneath it all.
They scoured over reports and best practices for hours. Erin leaned over Julia’s desk, the sun setting over the tree line in the window behind her, lighting her face in hues of orange and pink. Julia could sit in that chair and watch her scour over analytics–allow the world to disappear as they laughed over absolutely nothing–any day, anywhere, anytime.
They had a great start to an improvement plan. The new Chemistry teacher would submit her curriculum weekly, and students would be assessed throughout the semester to ensure they were retaining the information. It wasn’t an assessment-based goal, even though raising the exam scores was a necessity; it was student focused to ensure that they actually understood the information and could use it later.
Julia marveled at the brilliance of the plan, realizing she wouldn’t have conceived half of it without Erin’s expertise. Erin took the lead in developing a comprehensive timeline, setting benchmarks for evaluating both the teacher’s performance and the students’ progress leading up to the regents. It was brilliant, preventing any issues before they even arose. It was Erin’s brilliant mind that saved her, in more ways than one.
As Erin leaned back in her chair, setting down her pen on the desk, a sense of relief washed over both of them. Julia, sinking into the back of her chair, rubbed her eyes wearily.
“I think we have a great plan,” Erin stated, her voice filled with confidence.
“I couldn’t agree more.”
She couldn’t stop admiring Erin. She was utterly speechless. It’d been such a long day, such a long week. Everything seemed to crash down at once, but there was Erin to help her bear the weight.
Julia glanced at the piles of budget approvals that still awaited her attention. For the first time in a long time, she realized she didn’t want to take them home. She’d rather walk through her front door and fall into a heap onto the couch covered in a fluffy blanket–HGTV playing in the background–while sipping on pinot grigio instead of staring at a computer screen. Work suddenly felt like a distraction she didn’t want, and that was a strange feeling.
“Are you not happy with it?” Erin asked, her head tilted to the side like she always did when she was in thought.
“No, that’s not it at all.” Julia forced a small smile. “I mean, yes. The plan is amazing, something tangible and definitely reasonable. It holds us accountable. Thank you for your help.”
“You’re welcome. You just seem–” she trailed off as her gaze flickered towards the window, not finishing her thought. How can she see what’s beneath?
“I seem?”
Erin’s expression shifted. “Never mind.”
Even in the dimness of that office with only two windows in the whole room, she glowed. Julia caught herself giving her one of those stupid smiles–the type that would escape from the fortress she built when she thought no one was looking.
It should’ve been embarrassing. They should’ve pulled their eyes away–especially Julia, who fought so hard to squash all the feelings that kept trying to poke through thin ice–but they sat there staring into each other’s eyes, completely tantalized in absolutely nothing.
Julia broke the spell, averting her gaze and busying herself with gathering her hair into a clip from her desk drawer. She needed to regain control, to push aside the thoughts and feelings that threatened to surface. But that was difficult when she had to consciously not think about Erin. To not picture her at The Tipsy Hatter, her perfect waves tangled in her hands as she sipped her drink. She had to stop herself from smiling when she heard her laugh, stop herself from watching her walk away.
Closing her planner, Julia glanced up only to find Erin still looking at her with that gorgeous smile; unashamed and unbothered. It still boggled her mind how she was so unapologetically confident, unapologetically her. She didn’t try to make herself be small, didn’t try to fit into anyone’s box. She was all her own–a porcelain doll on the very top shelf of a glass case–to be admired but never held.
“What?” grinned Julia, completely embarrassed at the thought of those eyes scrutinizing her that long.
What could Erin possibly see that she couldn’t? What did she find so interesting in Julia’s pale complexion and messy bun?
“I know we haven’t known each other for long,” Erin began, her hand casually outstretched on the desk as if silently hoping Julia would reach for it, “but I want you to know that you can talk to me if you ever need someone.”
Did she see it? Did Julia drop the silver sheen mask that had become a part of her cells–a curse to bear with no prince’s kiss written in her story? Or were Erin’s eyes made to set upon her flesh, a permanent built-in x-ray mechanism to identify even the slightest change?
Julia did trust her. She trusted her with more than she should have. There she was, vulnerable and admitting the faults within her own school, relying on Erin’s expertise to fix it, when it could be the very thing in the report that reflected poorly on her. She even trusted her with herself, to not have to drape that invisible cloak across her body while in her presence.
She didn’t really think about it until then. She never considered exactly how deep that trust had already run–a vast, unexplored cavern in the deepest recesses of the ocean. She promised herself she wouldn’t get close, that she’d keep a distance to separate out the personal. Even in that professionalism, they grew closer. They fit together so well, too well.
She was always too afraid to stand too close, to allow her gaze to linger too long unless in the sanctity of that office. They’d go to the copy room together, talking as they readied material for another workshop or meeting. Last week the printer jammed and Erin leaned over the machine as she opened the side compartment to identify the problem. She began searching for the runaway paper, sure that it must have just been crumbled between overused aluminum teeth.
Julia knew it was a two-person job–one person to hold the roller while the other slowly inched out the paper–but she couldn’t bring herself to lean that close, couldn’t allow Erin’s vanilla scent to soak that deep into her nostrils. Instead, she stood awkwardly against the wall, reaching farther than she needed to avoid having someone walk by and get the wrong impression.
When they’d work from one desk in her office, both leaning over the same document as they analyzed reports, she’d jump at a knock at the door. She was always afraid someone might notice the way her body gravitated just inches too close, that someone might read her mind–but she was the only one who knew the depth of the moat she built around her heart, sinking anything foreign or domestic that came close enough to breach the gates.
At that moment, it didn’t matter anymore. She stopped worrying about what look, what word, what touch could be taken wrong. She reached out and placed her hand over Erin’s warm flesh. This is normal. This is what friends do.
“I do, but I am okay.”
Julia allowed her hand to stay there just a second longer. She felt the gentle motion of Erin’s thumb tracing circles on the tender skin above her knuckle. Or was that in her head? Like the way electricity could be felt between cells?
Too close. This is all coming too close.
“It’s getting late,” Julia sighed. “You should get home.”
Julia gave a weak smile as she pulled her hand back. She closed the rest of the folders on her desk, creating a mountain of work to take home with her–a distraction to fall into, even though she didn’t want it. She could’ve stayed and got it done, could’ve drank another cold cup of coffee as she fought the tiredness behind her eyes, but she knew Erin would’ve stayed too.
“Goodnight, Julia,” Erin said, rising from her desk. Her voice hung in the air, almost pleading for Julia to ask her to stay.
“Goodnight, Erin.”



Chapter Ten
“Great news!” Keegan exclaimed, pulling a weekly meeting schedule for Julia to review.
Julia stepped into the office, the early morning sunlight passing a soft glow through the window.
“Our parent-teacher conferences are finally done. Erin’s new office is finally ready!”
Julia looked up from her mailbox, the envelopes she just picked up folding over in her hands. This should be good news. She’d get her own space back. Things could go back to normal, whatever that was. She should be relieved. She should be thrilled, but she wasn’t.
This is great!
“That’s great.” She forced the perfect smile, hoping it didn’t look as plastic as it felt.
“You’ll get your hideaway back.” Keegan smirked.
“That is really great,” Julia repeated, trying desperately to sound sincere.
Keegan looked up from where she sat at her desk. She had a schedule in one hand and a folder in the other. She closed the folder and came around to the front of the L-shaped desk. She leaned on the glossy counter, her hands bracing the edges of the worn surface behind her.
Her eyes narrowed, sight locked directly on Julia. “What is it?”
“What?” Julia feigned confusion, turning around with the mail in her hands. Keegan raised both eyebrows and shot Julia a knowing look. “It is a great thing!”
“You aren’t acting like it’s a great thing.”
“I’m smiling and saying it is a great thing,” Julia defended. “How is that not acting like it’s a great thing?”
“Because you’re saying great too much.“ Keegan leered as she crossed her arms in front of her. “What is it? Really?”
And that’s when it hit her. Not the impact of a bug smacking on a dirty windshield on a cool June night. It ran into her like a building demolition, the debris rising her chest and clogging her judgment deeper with every sinking second.
Julia slumped in her chair, the one usually reserved for misbehaving children awaiting a stern lecture from the principal. She placed the mail on her lap and rubbed her temples, burying her face in her hands. A headache tapped at the back of her neck. The throbbing of her blood pressure echoed in her ears, wrapping around her forehead in a vise.
She couldn’t push down the disappointment anymore. She couldn’t hide that she was feeling something, even though she fought it as hard as she could. She couldn’t continue to deny that there wasn’t something between them.
“Oh, Keegan,” she sighed, frustration seeping into her voice. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!”
Keegan looked around to make sure no one was within earshot. Julia didn’t swear. She didn’t need curse words to express her feelings, especially not at work, but at that moment? The moment when all the words in her brain, decades of degrees and literature piled in her own personal dictionary, and none of them could connect to sentences? That’s all she could get out.
Keegan didn’t say anything as she took a seat next to her, concern plastered over her face like malleable putty. She placed a warm hand on Julia’s arm, rubbing it softly as a mother would her child.
“What is it?” she asked in a hushed tone.
“I, I,” Julia couldn’t get the words out. She couldn’t say them aloud because that would mean there was something. And there couldn’t be something.
“Jesus, get it out!”
“Erin–” Julia blurted.
“Erin?” Keegan confusingly asked. “Erin?”
“Erin,” Julia sighed, hiding her hands back in her face. “I liked having her in my… I like her being… I, I, I think there’s something more between us,” she confessed, utterly embarrassed. “I think I want there to be something more.”
Keegan stood abruptly, emphasizing a noise between a gasp and a sigh. She picked up a piece of mail from Julia’s lap and swatted her with it, not once, but twice.
“Hey!” Julia shouted, pulling the letter from Keegan’s grasp.
“You had me genuinely worried there for a minute!” She threw her hands up in emphasis. “I thought something serious was wrong! I thought someone died.”
“Come on–”
“You’re an idiot,” she interrupted, her arms firmly crossed over her chest.
“What?” Julia incredulously asked.
“An idiot!” Keegan reiterated, her voice even louder and sterner than before.
“How am I an idiot?”
“Because you are telling me that it has taken you this long to realize you like her?” Keegan’s voice was full of frustration as she walked back around to her desk. “You’re not in middle school anymore, Julia. You’re allowed to like, like someone.”
Julia didn’t say anything as she stood, nausea creeping into her stomach and landing in her sternum like a ball of fire. As she approached the desk, Keegan just shook her head as she sighed. She looked back up at Julia, brown eyes rolling dramatically.
“You are an idiot,” she repeated.
“Keegs, what the hell am I supposed to do?”
“You’re a grown woman, Julia. You already know what I’m going to tell you.” As Julia stood before her with those puppy dog eyes, she groaned in surrender. “You’re the most stubborn person I know. The most hard-headed too! Unless it comes from your heart, it won’t make a difference if I say it aloud. I’m only going to tell you what I always have: find your happiness.”
Julia tried not to think of it throughout the day. She did like Erin, as a friend, of course. The problem was she liked her even more the harder she tried not to, the harder she tried not to not think about her velvety laugh. She couldn’t spend all that time with her, taking the risk of falling deeper and deeper under her spell, without a little of it rubbing off.
“Hey, Keegan,” Julia called from her desk.
“Yeah,” Keegan answered, obliviously walking in the room while flipping through a pile of papers fresh off the printer.
“Can you please notify Erin of her new office space? I have a meeting to get to shortly.”
“That meeting was pushed to Tuesday.”
“Oh, right,” Julia said while nodding, searching for another convincing excuse. “Can you let her know anyways? I have a lot of work to get done today.”
She raised her attention from the emails before her to see Keegan standing just three feet away, hands on her hips. Those sharp eyebrows could cut through metal.
“Julia,” she warned.
“Keegan,” she mocked.
“You can’t avoid her.”
“I’m not trying to avoid her,” Julia argued, trying to hold back her guilty grin. “I’m trying to get work done.”
“I don’t understand why you can’t just talk to her!”
Julia slowly looked up, mouth slightly open, but without a word to say. She wished it was that easy.
“Because every time I think about saying anything to her, I suddenly forget to breathe.”
She watched Keegan’s dark eyes soften, her shoulders loosening her arms at her sides. She took a deep breath, her purple dress shifting with the puff of escaped air.
“I will talk to her,” Julia promised. “I just can’t right now.”
“Okay,” Keegan sighed. “I’ll let her know.”
***
“So, I hear I finally got my own filing cabinet.”
Erin smiled from the doorway. Uncharacteristically, she wore a knee length dress. It was a muted green. It pulled the color from her eyes and projected it into the light like the sunrise over a tepid lake.
“You’re moving up in the world.” Julia smiled past the open laptop before her.
There was an awkward pause, an unsureness floating through the air like autumn leaves.
“I’ll probably be in and out moving some of my paperwork and what not over,” Erin hesitated, approaching her desk and piling folders on top of each other. “Seems like I got a little too settled in.” She forced a laugh, and it was too obvious.
You can stay.
“Not a problem at all. You know you’re always welcome.” Julia closed her computer to give Erin her attention, but she didn’t respond. Just stay. She waited a few seconds longer, but nothing. “I’ll be out most of the day for bus driver and food service interviews, but I’ll leave the door open.”
Julia stood, picking up her laptop and shuffling papers as she gathered the resumes clipped together on the edge of her desk. Erin’s hand remained on the pile of folders in front of her. She didn’t look up or make any move. There should’ve been something else said–something else to fill the strange emptiness in the air. There always was when it was just the two of them.
“Is there anything I can help you with before I go?” Julia asked, her voice tinged with a hint of desperation. Please say something. Ask to stay, please.
“No.” Erin smiled weakly. “Good luck with your interviews.”
Instead of staying there and asking if something was wrong, asking what was going on in that beautiful mind of hers, Julia left for her meetings. She didn’t stop by to ask about how she was settling in–didn’t pop in on her curriculum development workshop later that afternoon. She didn’t drop off the green scarf Erin left on the hook behind the door.
The rest of the week went by slower than the entire beginning of the school year–dragging like the week before a long vacation when students bounce off the walls with pent up energy. Julia’s office was empty, quiet with the sound of her own typing.
She only saw Erin in glimpses between appointments and classrooms, both hesitant of what it would mean if they were the one that reached out first. She didn’t want to intrude and visit her office.
Julia wanted distance, and now she had it. Perhaps it was for the best. That was the space they needed from the very beginning, right? Yet, as she sat alone in her office–her back turned to the door, lost in a daydream out the window–she wondered if the distance could ever be closed. It felt as though it had stretched beyond its original limits, like an overused rubber band that would never regain its elasticity.
Could she undo the friendship they had built over the past month? Or was it like trying to mend a broken glass plate, only to realize that the shattered pieces would never fit together perfectly? Now that she felt the comfort of Erin just existing, it would never go away. The stillness would never be the same.
***
Julia spent the entire day Saturday finishing whatever was left from the week, desperate for her reprieve with Keegan the next day. She wanted nothing in the way of a mindless day; a day without worry, or work, or any ridiculous excuse lurking from the shadows. She longed for silly conversation with Keegan, football, and wine. Nothing else.
Surprisingly, she got up and out of bed with time to spare. She didn’t lay there as the cold sheets wrapped around her and stared at the ceiling, wishing the heaviness of sleep would overtake her. She didn’t count the hours she stayed awake throughout the night, wondering how much was too little to have a functioning mind.
When she got out of the shower, she wiped the steam from the mirror with a wet hand. A white towel wrapped around her, tucked across her reddening chest. Her long blond hair looked dark as water dripped from the edges onto the white tile floor.
She did something she hadn’t in a while; she looked at her reflection. Not a passing glance to make sure she still had two eyes and a nose. No, she really looked at herself. She traced where fine lines pulled at the corners of her eyes, examining the brown bags cupping beneath them. She chuckled as she thought about the scar that was now barely noticeable just above her lip from when she fell off the top of the jungle gym as a child, too convinced that she would fly if she hoped hard enough.
She’d been too hard on herself. She’d always been too hard on herself.
She begged herself to smile. Ah, there she is. Even if it was just a glimmer, the Julia she knew and loved was still there. The Julia that cried as stupid romantic movies, that screamed the loudest at every sporting event even though none of the little ones were hers, that used to paint. The Julia she liked. She wasn’t lost forever. Maybe, just maybe, Marin didn’t take everything.
She threw on her usual t-shirt, jeans, and cardigan. She twisted her hair into a bun and continued on with her routine.
One final vacuum.
One final wash.
One final scrub.
Making her way back to the kitchen, she grabbed a duster, determined to give her surfaces one final pass before Keegan’s arrival. Her mother’s voice swam in her head. Your surfaces can never be too clean, Julia. Her fingers grazed the feathers when the door opened.
“Wow!” Julia exclaimed. “I didn’t think I’d ever see the day you walk through that door on time.”
“Ha, ha, ha,” Keegan scoffed.
“That’s why we tell you events start at eleven when everyone else is arriving at noon,” Julia joked. “Did Ben kick you out?”
“He actually decided to do that stupid poker night thing.” She gave a childish face while unzipping her jacket.
“So, he did kick you out!” Julia burst into laughter. “I thought I’d never see the day!”
Keegan smirked. “No,” she teased, sticking out her tongue playfully. “I just figured I could drop the kids off at granny’s a little early.”
Julia took the rest of the trays over to the coffee table. In the background, she heard the satisfying pop of a cork being released from a bottle, followed by the gentle sound of cold liquid being poured into sparkling glasses. Both of them settled onto the couch and Julia went to reach for the remote, their routine in full swing.
There was something about Keegan’s posture that stopped her. Usually she’d come in, throw off her shoes and plop on the couch like she owned the place. She’d launch into a tirade about her husband’s habit of leaving his clothes next to the hamper instead of inside it, or how he still hadn’t fixed the stubborn bolt on the front door despite being asked for the hundredth time.
Today was different. Instead of any sense of normalcy, she poured them each a glass of wine, carefully setting them on the marble coasters without a word. She adjusted herself in the chair to the side instead of on the couch. Her feet were placed firmly on the floor, not tucked beneath her or slung over the arm. She avoided eye contact while she picked at the dip with a carrot, as if she had something to say but didn’t want to.
“What’s wrong?”
“Huh?” She jumped, almost choking on the vegetable she just stuck in her mouth.
“Keegs.”
“Julia.”
“Spill it!”
“Spill what? This wine is too good of a year to drop any!”
“What did Ben do this time?” Julia groaned, turning her attention back to the television as she fidgeted with the remote.
“Ben?” Keegan shook her head sincerely as she picked up her wine. “Oh nothing. He’s still the big lug he usually is. He’s been super lazy this week, but that’s the usual.”
“Is it the kids? Did Brianne not get past the waiting list at the elementary? Because I can make a call–”
Keegan let out a sigh. “No, it’s not that.”
“Is it serious?” Now Julia was concerned. She set the remote down and turned her full attention towards her best friend.
“Oh,” she exhaled, “not serious at all, but I’m still not sure you won’t kill me.”
“Keegan,” Julia’s voice was a warning as she narrowed her eyes.
Keegan opened her mouth, eyes wide with part anxiety and part amusement. Before she could get out a syllable, the doorbell rang. Julia looked surprised by the foreign sound. It echoed through the vaulted ceilings and left a humming in her ears. No one ever came to her house and used the formality of that doorbell.
As she contemplated the last time she actually heard that ring reverberate off the wall, she found herself getting lost in the memory. It was the day a stout man with a five o’clock shadow in a cheap suit knocked on her door. He gripped a manilla envelope in his sweaty palms. In a gravelly voice, he asked for Mrs. Julia Jenner.
It was three months after Marin left, and she hadn’t heard anything from her. She never came back for anything. Not her scrunchies in the coffee table drawer. Not her favorite yellow dress hanging on the door in the closet. Not her hairbrush that clung to shining strands of fire. Not her dented travel tea cup she used every morning.
Nothing. She wanted nothing. Not even Julia.
She remembered knowing what it was. She remembered the feeling of a thousand rocks sinking through her chest as forcefully as hail beating on concrete. The calm before the storm. The way the sky turns such beautiful shades of pink and purple just before the destruction. She remembered nodding and taking that envelope as the man turned and left without another word.
She thought Marin would’ve reached out; never in a million years did Julia think the last time she saw her would truly be the last time. But no one ever thinks the last time will be.
If we knew there would be no second chance to fix everything or take back what was said or done, would we still risk it all? Would it make a difference if Julia knew what she did now? Would the finality of it all sink in fast enough for her to bar the door and drop to her knees begging?
Somehow, no matter what she could or should have done, Julia knew she’d still end up right where she was. She’d still be the last one standing, the last one with enough will left to still try.
She looked back at her guilty friend. Keegan’s brown eyes doubled in size, her lips pulled into a thin line. That was the look of a toddler with chocolate around her mouth as she claimed she wasn’t the one who ate all the frosting off the cake.
“Who’s at my door, Keegan?”
She didn’t say a word as Julia stood and began inching towards the entryway. Keegan turned her attention back to her wine and the shrimp on the table, murmuring mmm as she chewed. Incorrigible.
She didn’t know who she expected to be on the other side of that stained-glass door. With Keegan and her spontaneity, it could have been anyone short of a rainbow clown in a string bikini holding heart shaped balloons. One time she got one of those mail-order strippers to entertain three of their other friends. He sang Tom Petty and danced around in a sparkling pink leotard. It wasn’t pretty.
As she opened the door and cold air wrapped around her, she found Erin standing before her with a bottle of red wine gripped in her hand. A black jacket was loosely tied around her pale pink sweatshirt, the wind tugging at the corners. With one hand, she brushed a curl escaping her tightly pulled ponytail. It was the first time Julia saw her without brown curls bouncing in her face and she was speechless.



Chapter Eleven
Oh. Shit.
Erin had a smile that slowly faded when she realized that Julia’s face was full of surprise and wide-eyed panic. She and Erin both opened their mouths at the same time to diffuse whatever was occurring without their permission.
“Erin!” Keegan appeared behind Julia. “Come in! So happy you found the place. We were just about to start the game.”
Julia stepped aside as Keegan graciously took the bottle of wine. She always went for the alcohol. Julia held the door open, thankful for the cold air to wipe the sweat off her forehead.
“Yes, please come in! I can take your coat.” Julia held out her hand as she pulled a hanger from the closet.
“Thank you,” Erin said, her lips barely pulling at the corners, awkwardness taking its hold.
“Keegan, I can help you get that on the chiller. Erin,” she turned and tried to give her most genuine smile, “make yourself at home.”
Keegan skillfully retrieved another glass from the cupboard while Julia focused on unscrewing the cork beside her. Erin hovered in the hallway, observing the time capsule she stepped into. Julia didn’t want to think about what ran through her head as she studied each photograph.
“What the hell,” Julia whispered. She never picked her eyes up from the bottle, too afraid she might throttle Keegan if she met her smug expression.
“She doesn’t know anyone in the area, and I figured we could get a better sense of what she plans on putting in her reports far,” she whispered back, still not making eye contact.
“Oh?” Julia nonchalantly looked up. “That’s why you invited her here?”
“Mhm,” she said as she nodded, the weight of unspoken intentions hanging between them.
“Keegan, I literally sign off on her reports.” Julia’s jaw tightened as her coarse voice floated between them. “No hidden agenda?”
“Me?” gasped Keegan, just a little too loud. “Never.”
Erin turned towards them but then walked farther down the picture lined hallway towards the bedrooms. Julia could see her in her peripheral vision. She fought to hide her mortification.
“You didn’t think that it would be hard enough working professionally with someone I met out? That I may not want them in my house?” Julia asked, her voice a deep glacier iceberg.
“Fair.” Keegan’s face was all composure as she tipped the wine into the glass.
“I could kill you right now.”
“Don’t be silly. I’m irreplaceable.” She looked up, an almost indiscernible smile pulling her cheekbones tighter. “Let’s play nice and just get to know each other a little more. Shall we?”
“I shouldn’t have told you anything,” Julia’s voice was taut with betrayal and regret.
Keegan just tilted her head and shook it as she strolled back towards Erin with the only thing that mattered to her on Sundays: wine.
“Thank you.” Erin reached for her glass, taking a sip as she looked around.
Embarrassment flushed across Julia’s face, fueled by a potent mixture of other emotions. It could’ve been her that night weeks ago on the sidewalk in front of the pizzeria, its raw intensity overwhelming her senses still. It could’ve been the fact that no one had ever seen her cry like that, not even Keegan. It could’ve been that her walls were still lined with Marin’s face, a shrine to a life once loved. It could have been the vulnerability of Erin now, knowing exactly what Julia lost.
“Any trouble finding the house?” Keegan asked, motioning to the couch, but no one moved.
“Not at all! It was such a lovely drive over the hills.”
“Yeah, it’s tucked really nicely away from the bustle,” agreed Julia, not yet able to let go of the taint in her voice.
There was a break in conversation, everyone unsure of where to go next. Julia took a not-so-graceful gulp of her wine.
“I’m going to go to the bathroom,” Keegan chimed, already halfway down the hall as Julia tried to casually beckon her back. “I’ll be right back,” she called. Julia’s eyes shot the back of her head with daggers.
“Please come sit.” Julia motioned Erin towards the couch. She followed, sitting on opposite ends of the sofa.
“I’m going to guess that she didn’t tell you she invited me.” She grinned, breaking the tension. Julia let out a strained chuckle. “She told me it was your idea.”
“Well,” Julia replied, smiling because she simply can’t help it around this woman, “Keegan gets a lot of ideas.”
“I’m sorry if I’m imposing, I–”
“No, don’t worry about it. It’s just a football game and some good conversation.”
“That sounds perfect for a Sunday.”
“This is what friends do, right?” Julia gulped her wine again.
“We’re friends now?” Erin’s eyes glimmered with amusement.
Oh, shit.
“I didn’t mean to assum–”
“That was a joke.” Erin grinned and that satin chuckle wrapped Julia in such a lulling comfort.
“I wanted to apologize for the craziness of this week,” Julia began.
“What do you mean?”
“I had a lot of meetings come up and I know we didn’t get to touch base as much as we had before.” Did Erin even notice? Was it all in her head, the time they spent together before?
“Things come up. You’re a busy woman.” She looked around the room, taking in the lost life she stepped into. A wedding picture hung above the office desk to the left, just in eyesight, and her gaze lingered there. “She’s beautiful.”
Julia wished she was liquid–wished she could soak right through the couch and drip through the cracks in between the hardwood. There was something about talking about your not-wife’s beauty with a woman you’d kissed. Something about the way that no matter how many times they said professional, something lurked in the distance.
Suddenly, Julia found herself wishing she grew a spine and took those pictures down months ago. How much would be different today if she had? Would she have gone home with Erin that night? If she buried her misguided hope in the backyard underneath the Red Maple tree, would she have taken that leap?
She should have. She should’ve torn those pictures off the wall, shattering the glass and breaking the frames of every single one when Marin left. She should’ve burned the rest of her clothes and torched their pictures.
That’s what mad, brokenhearted passion does to a person, right? She should’ve been angry enough to let go of everything that had her fingerprints embedded in their atoms. She should’ve hated her for leaving, for giving up.
That’s what stung so much: Marin gave up. She threw in the towel, forfeited even though they still could have made it. We could have made it. Even though it happened before her eyes, it was still hard to believe. Because that long together, that much love, couldn’t possibly be gone that fast.
Hope. Hope is what tied those pictures to the wall with invisible chains.
She never could hate Marin. God, she tried. They had so many good years, so many nights curled on that couch reading smutty novels while Julia breathed in her auburn hair. She didn’t smell like magnolias and honeysuckle like Erin. Marin smelled like cinnamon, something hot and spicy to warm the soul on a frigid winter night. She smelled like comfort, like home for the holidays.
They gave each other the best parts of themselves, but in the end, it wasn’t enough. Their love, when it was the type of love that sent them dancing around the house in their pajamas on an early Wednesday morning in each other’s arms, was something that poets write books about. Until it wasn’t. Until it was a fragmented, unfinished poem that only the writer could discern.
Maybe at another time, maybe at another point in their lives, maybe in another life they could have made it. They could have held on just a little longer. That love, knowing that they had something some people go their whole lives without tasting even once, that was what kept those pictures nailed to the wall.
Fucking hope. If Julia could write a review on hope, she’d give it zero stars. Wouldn’t recommend: results in unnecessary drinking and an expensive mortgage. All that on top of two decades she’d never give back? Why the hell is there a Hallmark Channel? It’s false advertising.
“She was.” Julia smiled painfully, even with her attempts she tried to hide it.
Erin didn’t say anything about having them up still, about how long they must have been there. There was so much that Erin didn’t make her explain, so forgiving in ways that she didn’t deserve.
Keegan tiptoed around the corner as if she wasn’t sure what she would be walking into. “So, let’s get to the game!”
They sat around the coffee table full of food, drinking wine as they screamed at the television for each bad call. By the end of the second quarter they finished several glasses, their speech just slightly slurring.
Julia leaned back on the couch and closed her eyes. Erin shouted about a fumble by the Miami Dolphins that would cost them the game, and Keegan laughed because somehow the Buffalo Bills were sneaking back up on the scoreboard.
She sunk just a little deeper into the cushions as she took another sip–the noise, a chaotic weighted blanket. When she opened her eyes, she saw Keegan leaning closer to the television as a reporter waited for the most recent penalty flag.
Erin wasn’t looking at the television; she was looking past Keegan’s back directly at Julia, a subtle curl to her lips and twinkle in her eyes. Julia sat up a little straighter, pointing her direction to the television as she brought her glass back to her lips. There was something enticing, almost seductive, about those trailing eyes.
“So, Erin,” Keegan began to ask, “how does someone so young become the head specialist of a multi-million-dollar corporation? One to evaluate one of the most prestigious schools in New York State?”
It sounded like a question, but really it was an accusation and Julia almost choked on the wine still pressed to her lips. Keegan, however, never took her eyes off the TV. Julia really should have considered getting out a little more and finding new friends.
“Keegan,” Julia gasped, her tone she was sure matched her incredulous expression.
“What?” she defended, still not making eye contact as she picked up another popper and stuffed it into her mouth.
“That really isn’t an appropriate question.”
“No, it’s okay,” Erin cut in, full of unfazed confidence. “I’m twenty-five, if that was your question.” Keegan looked up, utterly stunned. “I was fortunate to have opportunities to graduate early, finishing my master’s in less than a year.”
Julia’s mind spun. It took the time of Erin finishing the last sentence for her age to sink in. She was just slightly older than she was when she met Marin. Twenty-five?!? Not a flirty, sun-kissed, thirty something. Two and five, as in almost fifteen years younger than Julia. Fuck.
“How did you move through the company so fast?” Keegan asked, intently intrigued as she leaned back into the cushion.
“Hard work.” Erin smirked, lifting her wine glass to her rosy lips.
If it wasn’t for the complete awe Julia was in just from that woman’s age, she would’ve been impressed.
“That is quite a list of accomplishments,” Julia tried to smile, to steady her voice, but Erin’s eyes squinted with curiosity as if she saw past it. Double fuck.
“When I know what I want, I go for it.”
Her eyes never left Julia’s and they held thousands of tiny possibilities, an entire galaxy full of shining stars waiting for their moment to shoot across the midnight sky. That final gaze, that final purse of her lips as her eye glistened. She felt it too.
“I would have guessed you were in your thirties!” Keegan didn’t meet either of their eyes, oblivious to the tension flickering across the room. She picked at the wings on the table and leaned forward again as she continued, “I mean, you definitely intimidate me.”
“Thank you for saying I look older than I am,” laughed Erin. “I guess this is why women shouldn’t ask about other women’s ages.” All three chuckled for a moment, but Julia couldn’t find the will to release tenseness in her shoulders. “Wait, did you just say I intimated you? Like Meryl Streep in The Devil Wears Prada?”
And just like that, all three of them laughed again and Julia’s tension was gone.
“If the shoe fits,” Keegan joked, holding a hand over her full mouth. “I mean, you’re more Anne Hathaway at the end than Meryl in the beginning.”
They let the moment pass, but all Julia could think about while watching colors flash before the screen, her hand still gripped around her glass, was the mistake she almost made with Erin in that bar bathroom. A mistake she still wanted to make.
“Julia, what are you turning this year?” Keegan grinned. Julia immediately sat up, ready to stop Keegan from saying anything else, but before she could, she blurted, “is it the big four-oh?”
Embarrassment did not cover her feelings. Pure horror was more like it. She felt like she was in one of those recurring nightmares–the kind when you show up to class in 6th grade in nothing but your underwear and even the teacher is laughing at you.
Well, it was good they agreed on plutonic professionalism because she was sure Erin would regret every interaction they ever had. Her already self-conscious body wouldn’t be enough. There wasn’t a person in the entire world she thought deserved someone like Erin.
“Forty?” Erin gasped and Julia fell back onto the couch, wishing it would pull her right through into oblivion.
Worrying about how she was going to stop daydreaming about Erin’s smile wouldn’t be a problem anymore. There wouldn’t be any flirty eyes with her, knowing how many years were actually between them.
“Forty,” she repeated, covering her blushed face.
Erin, completely unbothered, leaned forward on her crossed legs. “You are stunning.”
A devilishly sexy smile tugged at her eyes. If the embarrassment didn’t flush Julia’s cheeks, that comment certainly did. Keegan just sat back, pretending to still watch the television. Julia’s eyes were wide, pleading for a change in conversation.
“Where did you get this amazing dip?” Erin’s eyelashes fluttered as she dunked another carrot in.
“I made it.”
“You did not!” She put her plate down.
“I did,” Julia said with a nod, thankful for her perceptibility.
“Little Miss Martha Stewart!” Keegan teased. “She made all of this from scratch.”
“What else would I do with my time?”
“Paint?” Erin answered quietly, so quietly that she wasn’t even sure Keegan had heard.
“Actually!” Keegan, still clueless, stood and topped off Julia’s glass with the last of the merlot. She knew that no one else’s glass was quite as low; no one else needed the courage to make it through the night.
“Here we go.” Julia slumped back onto the couch again. “What’s your idea this time?”
“You get ideas a lot?” Erin asked, a small chuckle arising from her throat.
“Well,” Julia sat up and leaned on the plush pillow between them, “there was the book club you talked me into and then you stopped going after the first week. Oh, and then there was the knitting group that didn’t consist of anyone who still had their real teeth.”
“Oof, you do need better ideas,” said Erin, but Julia had even more examples.
“I second that!” Julia raised her glass and clinked it with Erin’s.
“It isn’t gang up on Keegan time!” she huffed.
“But this is working out quite well. I like having reinforcements.”
“I’m just trying to get you out of the house more.” Keegan rolled her eyes.
“What’s this idea?” Julia asked, “but before you tell me, I want the record to show that I do not need help spending my free time.”
“Right,” Keegan said, nodding sarcastically. “You need all the time to yourself, so you can make all the crap I’m too lazy to make.”
“Exactly.”
“That was sarcasm,” Keegan sighed. “What are you doing on Saturday next week?”
“Why?” Julia asked skeptically, turning the television down just a notch. “Whatever it is, I’m sure I have plans.”
“You never have plans,” Keegan scoffed.
“That’s,” Julia dragged out the word, “not entirely incorrect.”
“What are you doing?” she asked again.
“Probably the usual.” Julia shrugged. “I have some evaluation notes I have to get caught up on. A few more applications to weed through for transportation.”
“Those aren’t plans, Julia. That’s work. Ben and I are going to that new Italian place on Chestnut Street,” she began.
“That sounds like fun for you two,” Julia cut in, wanting desperately to turn the conversation back on her for once.
“And,” Keegan continued, “you’re coming too!”
“And why would I want to be the third wheel listening to you fight with your husband?”
“Because you’re our double date,” she said, grinning mischievously.
Julia’s eyes went wide as Erin held back a loud laugh. She didn’t even try to hide it.
“You’re what?”
“Double da–”
“I know what you said, Keegan. With whom?”
Julia gulped down the rest of her wine, reaching for the chardonnay next. She’d need it. You know those barrels they age wine in? Might as well just leave one on the front porch. Did she still have some vodka stuffed in the back of the liquor cabinet? Maybe that would be more appropriate.
“A friend of Ben’s from work.”
Keegan should have been born a blond. She invited Erin over to get to know her better, to find out more about her. Well, that’s what she claimed. Really, she just wanted Julia to see her outside of work, to allow those feelings she confessed to root a little deeper.
And yet? A double date? Mercy. Please, have mercy.
“You are trying to set me up with a boring marketing executive?” Julia’s voice was unknowingly a shout. She couldn’t hide her frustration, her betrayal.
It isn’t that she was truly mad; she was just appalled that Keegan thought that moment would be a good time to tell her. Even if Erin wasn’t there, it wasn’t like the last few blind dates she set her up on went well.
“You promised me after that ridiculous debacle with your soccer mom friend that you would stop setting me up!”
Erin sat back, amusement written in plain Times New Roman text across her face. She had snacks, a good drink, and a front-row seat to the most interesting show around town. Maybe there would be shouts, maybe tears, maybe laughs. Who knew!
“I have to hear about this soccer mom,” Erin interjected with a wink for Julia.
“You will hear about nothing,” Julia argued, holding back a smile. She turned back towards Keegan, who was mischievously still staring at the game. “Who is it this time?”
“Ben’s partner, Lauren.”
“Lauren? Stick up her ass, Lauren?” Julia choked.
“She’s your type,” said Keegan.
“Stick up her ass is Julia’s type?” Erin laughed.
“I don’t have a type,” Julia retorted.
“Apparently stick-up-your-ass is your type.”
“Bah!” Keegan laughed. “You so have a type!”
“I can see you having a type,” Erin replied with a smile, enjoying every moment of the torture.
“Really?” Julia leaned in closer, determined to prove her wrong. “What exactly do you think my type is?”
Erin gracefully fell back onto the cushion as she studied Julia. She tilted her head slightly to the left, her lips pressed into a subtle smile. Her pink sweatshirt draped over her thin frame as she tucked her legs beneath her.
She held a posture that suggested she’d been there before, like she’d sat in that very chair with the same company and had this conversation already. Julia was wrapped in her presence again. She couldn’t name it–couldn’t put a finger on exactly where it came from or what it meant. She sat there and smiled, her eyes just as glossy as Erin’s lips.
“That is a tricky question,” she said, grinning.
“I’m a pretty simple person,” Julia argued, and then both Erin and Keegan erupted in laughter. “That’s so not nice!”
“You are anything but simple,” said Erin.
“How so?”
“Well, in the short time I’ve gotten to know you, I’ve found you to be the most intriguing and complex person I’ve ever met.” Erin spoke slowly, calculatedly choosing each word that fell from her flawless lips.
Her eyes were placed on Julia as if Keegan wasn’t even there–a single ray of sunshine peeking through heavy purple clouds.
“I promise you, I am nowhere near as mysterious and complicated as that.” Julia tried to break up the moment with a chuckle, but her voice was too quiet for casual conversation.
“I said complex, not complicated,” Erin corrected.
“Well, if I’m so complex,” Julia held down a gulp as she tried to sound interested and not argumentative, “what’s my type?”
“Hmm.” Erin hummed, taking a sip of her wine. Why was that little head cock so damn cute? “You like strong women–someone who can hold their own. Someone who wants you but doesn’t need you.” She paused as she studied her more, her eyes stripping layers of clothing off like an extraterrestrial radiograph. “Someone who takes your breath away, even though you wouldn’t admit it.” Her lips parted as if she wanted to go on, but Keegan interrupted.
“I don’t disagree! See, Lauren will be a great fit. She’s cut throat in her office and then goes home and helps Habitat for Humanity build houses.” Keegan turned towards Julia, pleadingly fluttering her lashes. “She’s actually pretty nice! Not too bad to look at either.”
“That’s not quite what I said.” Erin’s eyebrows arched as she took another drink.
“Well–” Keegan began.
“I’m sure she is nice,” said Julia through a forced smile. “Cancel it.”
“She’s hot too,” she added, as if that piece of information would help.
“Keegan,” Julia warned, “cancel it!”
“But she’s hot,” Erin cooed.
“I can’t cancel it. Ben already told her, and she’s excited to meet you.” Keegan’s eyes were pleading.
“She only helps build those houses for publicity, Keegan!”
She shrugged. “It’s still a good act.”
“You couldn’t have set her up with someone else?” begged Julia.
“How many lesbians do I know?”
She had a point. Even on the outskirts of the city, there weren’t many out and about lesbians. The city of Kleinton was all about the perfect picture, and that didn’t quite fit.
“Keegan,” Julia sighed.
“But no one would knock her socks off like you,” she defended. Erin was mid sip, and she choked at the thought.
“How do you knock socks off?” Erin grinned, placing her glass back on the table. She enjoyed her torture too much, soaking up the way Julia fidgeted her legs.
“This is so not funny, you two.”
“But,” Keegan chimed in, “we’re having fun!”
“I’m not doing it,” she stated, rolling her hazel eyes as she slumped back into the couch, “but even if I did allow you this last one, it’s not happening next week.”
Keegan’s phone buzzed on the table, slightly jostling their glasses. She picked it up, adjusting her reading glasses and sighing at the sight of Ben’s name on the tiny five-inch screen.
“I’m going to take this in the guest room,” she said, already standing and moving towards the hallway.
When the door clicked in the distance, Erin took a seat closer on the couch beside Julia. The redistribution of weight sent flutters inside her, just knowing Erin was that much closer.
“Do you go on a lot of blind dates?”
“No,” she sighed. “I wish I didn’t have to go on any! Keegan does not have a career in matchmaking.”
“Soccer mom wasn’t your type?”
“Very funny! Neither was the parent of one of my 10th graders or the finance paralegal.”
“Finance paralegal? Sounds sexy.”
“Ugh,” exhaled Julia, squeezing the bridge of her nose. “Not when the only thing she wanted to talk about is how so few know the alphabet well enough to correctly file their advising financial transactions.”
“So, why do you do it?”
She tilted her head interestingly, just like so many times before. Julia never understood why she puzzled Erin so much. There was something adorable in the way she got a little curious wrinkle between her eyes, as if it was paper mache lovingly smoothed over.
“You don’t know Keegan. It is far easier appeasing her instead of hearing her complain about how you didn’t do it for months.”
“That’s fair.” Erin slid a little closer and Julia pretended not to notice. “If you’re willing to do that, why don’t you go out with someone you might actually want to date, since she sucks at setting you up so much?”
Julia thought about it for a moment. The idea quite literally never crossed her mind. She had no interest in fanning conversation over a ridiculously expensive salad. It felt tediously exhausting. She had so much better things to do with her time. Well, we’ll just go with that excuse.
“I’m too old for dating,” Julia joked instead.
“Stop it!” They laughed for a moment, the game still playing in the background. There was a brief silence, neither sure how to fill it. “If I asked you out on a date,” she paused, “like a date, date… What would you tell me?”



Chapter Twelve
Erin’s face was just a foot away from Julia’s and she swore that chardonnay mixed like heaven on her breath. It carried notes of pears and sweet oak through the air, wrapping her in the breeze of springtime rain drizzling on soft grass.
They just looked at each other, Julia carefully thinking about her next words. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t give into the feelings she dumbly admitted to Keegan just days before.
Blind dates were meaningless and she could pretend for a few hours and then act like it never happened. It got her out of the house, out of her bed on the weekends. This? This was something completely different.
This was not meaningless, and she wasn’t ready for whatever came after. She wasn’t ready to share her space with someone else again, to trust them with her thoughts and body, knowing they’d hold all the cards and be able to throw them away at any point–a wrapped fragile crystal figurine gripped in the calloused hands of a giant, trusting it will caress and not crush.
She wasn’t ready for another goodbye.
“I, I,” Julia stuttered.
Everything was short circuiting. Erin made her feel so young, like she wanted for once to be that reckless again. Like she wanted to turn off her brain and finally follow her heart. But every step forward felt like two steps back.
When Julia couldn’t finish her thought, Erin leaned just ever so slightly closer to her. With fingers full of comfort, she dragged one hand up the arm that Julia rested against the back of the couch. It wasn’t seductive. It wasn’t done in a way to tease and then take away. It was a sensual touch that engulfed her like a rolling mist. Erin’s eyes glimmered with what could be. Julia felt it. She felt the sparks ignite from Erin’s fingertips and sink deep into her skin.
When Julia didn’t speak right away, Erin’s eyes held what could only be described as doubt–not of whether she wanted to be doing what she was right then, but with fear of rejection. She was afraid Julia wouldn’t want her, and that was harder to wrap her head around than anything else.
Julia wanted to be even closer than they already were, disappearing between shared breaths and sticky skin. She wanted to scream yes, yes, yes from even the most dilapidated rooftops. Something, something buried deep within her told her she couldn’t.
Instead, she did what she always did; she retreated back to the sanctity of safety–the consistency of her complacent life–even though she wasn’t complacent anymore.
It didn’t matter how badly she wanted to say yes. All she could think about was it being too much, too soon, when pictures of Marin still bore into her from all sides. So, she pulled away slowly, all of a sudden too aware of where she was and what she was surrounded by. Marin. It always came back to Marin, a history written in stone.
“I didn’t mean to–” Erin stood up just as Julia did, her arm outreached with concern.
Her eyes dulled as she blinked them furiously, as if she was the one who messed up the consistent tempo of their friendship, as if the pulsing heartbeat between them became too great and the rhythm fell to ceaseless movement.
“You,” breathed Julia, rubbing her hands on her face. “You. You, you, you.”
“I’m sorry if I–”
“No, Erin.” Julia faced her, her voice full of misplaced understanding.
Her eyes pleaded with hope that she’d understand, that she’d know it wasn’t her. Even though in a way it was. It was the inexplicable way that their bodies gravitated towards the other–sun and moon threatening to collide to create an entire new day.
“I can’t explain any of this.” Julia’s voice was higher than usual, the strain spreading from her toes to her vocal chords. She motioned to the space between them and Erin understood, her arms dropping to her sides.
“I kno-” Erin began.
Julia couldn’t do it. She couldn’t see the disappointment on Erin’s face.
“It’s getting late.” Julia tried to smile, but it felt forced and tight on her face.
They stood there for a few breaths, absorbing the finality in that statement like a paper towel in water. Erin weighed Julia’s eyes, the squint in her brow shifting lightly as if she was gauging how big of a risk to take.
“Right,” Erin said as she slowly nodded her head, the realization a lead sinker. “Can we just talk abo–”
“I think you should go,” Julia lied.
Erin’s eyes turned down as her lips pressed into a straight line. She looked around almost as if she had lost something–as if she brought something she would need to take back before she left–her eyes wandering anywhere but Julia. She looked so hurt, and then her composure was back as if it was there all along.
“I’ll see you at work tomorrow,” she said finally.
She grabbed her jacket from the closet, the sound of a swinging hanger grinding on metal grating through the hall. Then the front door closed.
Keegan emerged from the open door in the guest bedroom. Perfect timing! She came out with a scowl on her face, her phone hanging to her side in her hand. Julia pictured Keegan leaning her ear against the door, listening after she hung up with Ben.
“How much did you hear?” Julia sighed as she picked up the plates scattered on the table, them haphazardly clinking as she walked to the kitchen sink.
“What didn’t I hear?” Keegan scoffed sarcastically. “Jesus, Julia! What the hell was that about?”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“You never want to talk about anything anymore.”
“What the hell,” Julia turned towards her, the frustration painted bright red on her face, “was with that line of questioning?”
“What the hell was with how you kicked her out?”
“I didn’t kick her out,” Julia huffed, “and you don’t get to keep turning every question on me.”
“Right, you didn’t kick her out and I just asked questions that we were both wondering.”
“You were interrogating,” Julia clarified.
“And you got to know her a little more!” Keegan tried to smile forgivingly, but Julia had nothing to offer other than a fed-up side eye.
“And you thought it would be a good idea to bring her here to what? Get cozy with me? And then invite conversations about a blind double-date?”
“It made more sense in my head,” she sighed.
“How did that make any sense to you!” Julia shouted the question, convinced that she could feel the smoke billowing from her ears.
“Because,” Keegan yelled back, but then her voice got quiet, “I thought I would be able to tell if it bothered you… or her…”
“Of course it bothers me. I don’t want to date!”
“That’s the only reason it bothers you?” Keegan raised one eyebrow.
“Yes,” Julia answered immediately, but something felt wrong about it deep down.
“Did you see how it bothered her?” Keegan’s voice sounded like a whisper in the silence–the rustle of branches in the quiet night.
Julia wasn’t sure what she was talking about. Erin laughed at the conversation, leaning in more as she chuckled behind her glass. She picked on Julia with Keegan. She wasn’t bothered.
“Behind that playful banter,” Keegan continued, “I could have sworn there was a look of jealousy on her face. But for some reason, you pushed her away when she asked you out. Why?”
“Why did you invite her without asking me?” Julia was tired of the argument already. She was always tired. Keegan opened her mouth to respond but Julia added, “and don’t give me that I wanted to know more about her bullshit.”
“There goes that idea,” she said, slumping onto the couch.
“Next.”
“Because–”
“Next.”
“I like it when you smile.” Her voice was steady, and she spoke slowly, as if scrutinizing each word on a balanced scale.
Julia sighed as she leaned against the sink, her head pressing into her hands.
“Next.” Her voice was beyond exhausted, her shoulders slumping over her weary body.
“She makes you smile.”
“Next.”
“I like it when you laugh and there are some days I can’t even make you do that anymore,” she paused, waiting for Julia to interrupt her again, but she didn’t. “But her? There’s something about her that makes you light up.” Julia didn’t say anything while she began to scrape plates into the sink. “I know you won’t let anything happen between you two because–” she paused in thought, stood and then disappeared in a rush down the hallway.
Keegan came back, standing like a weathered concrete bust between the entryway to the kitchen and the hallway, just seconds later with empty hands on her hips. Julia turned from the sink and leaned against the counter. What now?
“So, why did you do it then,” Julia asked, not caring where she had just walked to or what she was planning, “if you knew I wouldn’t let anything happen? If you knew this could only make it harder?”
“Because you deserve to smile.” Her voice sounded defeated as if she still couldn’t understand why Julia still didn’t see it, as if it was laying right in front of her in plain English, but she was claiming illiteracy. “Because you deserve to laugh until your stomach hurts, like Ben and the kids do for me. You deserve to look at someone without feeling pain.” Her brown eyes were clouded with tears. She fought so hard for Julia. She fought so hard to make her see she was the little bird flying across the blue sky, a world of possibilities before her. She was the heroine at the end of the story, the one who thought she gave up everything for nothing, finally getting her own happy ending.
“I had all of that,” Julia’s broken voice whispered, her eyes burning.
“With the wrong person,” she whispered back, her voice just as strained.
She fought so hard to help her understand that she didn’t fail Marin. She didn’t sit on the sidelines and allow it to slowly disappear before her. She didn’t let her slip through the cracks. Marin failed her. Marin wasn’t good enough for her.
“I did this because you don’t think you deserve happiness anymore.”
“I’ve never said that.” Julia’s voice was barely audible as she stared down at the stainless-steel sink, a single silent tear escaping and pinging on impact.
“You don’t have to.”
They stood there in silence, both defeated in a game that had no winners, no survivors. The television was still playing in the background as the sunlight faded outside, the blinds allowing stripes of sun-kissed dust to invisibly flutter between surfaces. Julia wished her problems could fade with that light–could disappear behind the horizon as the quietness settled over her.
She heard a car’s engine start, the wheels slowly turning out of the drive–a beckoning, a second chance. For a moment, as the silence sunk in, she wanted to run after Erin. She wanted to open that front door and rush to her car like one of those cliché rom-coms. She wanted to tell her not to go.
But what would be her reason to stay? Other than a few fleeting rushes of nervousness and warmth, what else did she have to go on? She knew she couldn’t trust her gut. Marin made sure of that.
The real reason she hadn’t done something about the flutter of bee wings in her stomach every time she was in Erin’s presence wasn’t that she was afraid of losing her job. It was just a job, never as important as she told herself it was. It wasn’t a part of her identity, as much as she believed it was. It wasn’t what got her out of bed in the morning anymore, never the reason she refused to snooze her alarms. It wasn’t what kept her going.
The real reason was that she knew she was a cyclone–rotating pressure, sucking everything into her gravitational pull until there’s nothing left. She leveled years of hard work, of sweat, and tears. What if she ruined Erin like she ruined Marin? What if after those few months–after she enacted her inevitable damage–Erin would leave too?
That didn’t mean Keegan wasn’t right. Maybe she was just sabotaging everything. Maybe it was okay to lose control. Maybe she was allowed to be happy again without feeling like she was unworthy of it. Just maybe.
By the time the scales in her mind tipped favorably into that even being a possibility, Erin’s car was gone, leaving nothing but ice mapping out her tire tread.
“Where is it?” Keegan asked, now inching closer to her, hands gripped on her hips.
“Where is what?” Julia set another plate in the sink, avoiding her eyes.
“The envelope, Julia.”
She froze, her heart rate betraying her mind and vibrating her chest as if it held thousands of tiny metal balls, clinking as they bounced off one another.
“Why?”
“Where is it?” she asked again. She knew it was still there. Even after all that time, she knew that Julia didn’t have the nerve to sign it.
Julia leaned against the counter. She took a deep breath and collected her ricocheting thoughts before sighing. She walked past Keegan towards the foyer, her hand resting on the side table drawer. She opened it slowly, the cold bronze knob stinging her fingertips. Inside sat the envelope, the one she pulled out of that frozen mailbox. She held it up and turned back to face Keegan.
“Here.” She didn’t hand it over.
“Why?” Keegan’s voice was soft with disappointment. “Why is it still here?”
Julia couldn’t answer. She breathed deeply, her lungs threatening to stop functioning forever. Had her nostrils always been that small, not allowing the proper amount of oxygen? Had her chest always risen and fallen in such a demanding manner?
“Sign the papers, Julia.”
“I did,” she sighed, pushing the envelope back in the drawer.
“Then why is it still here?”
She wanted to laugh and say something like baby steps, but it wasn’t. It was more like an ant stretching their legs with the anticipation of filling the footprint of a giant. It was too much.
“I want you to be happy,” Keegan took a step towards her and held her hand, “even if you don’t think so, you deserve at least that. Sign the damn papers. For once, put yourself first. For once, chase after happiness.”
Julia didn’t have anything to say to that. And so, Keegan helped her clean up the rest of the mess, their night ending a lot earlier than usual. The sobering silence wrapped around them as one washed and the other dried dishes, falling back into routines so easily.
“Just so you know,” Julia dried her hands on the towel hanging off the gray cabinet above, “I’m not going on that double date.”
“Julia!” Keegan gasped. “Come on!”
“I don’t want to and I’m tired of you talking me into things that I don’t want to do.”
“That’s fair, I suppose.” She sighed exasperatedly, and then spoke in her most childish voice, “but, what if we compromise?” Julia rolled her eyes. “Do it just this time so Ben can impress her, and then I’ll never guilt you into another date.”
Julia thought about it. One night and she’d be free from any chance of another awkward conversation with a stranger in dim lighting. One simple favor, and all the dating soap operas would be over.
“Deal.”
“Really?” Keegan asked in surprise, her head jerking up.
“Really,” Julia replied. “I will go. I won’t complain. I’ll blow her socks off, and then you don’t get to ask me to do this anymore!”
“That did not take nearly as much convincing as I had planned,” she laughed. Then, lunging for her all at once, Keegan shouted, “You’re the best!”
“But!” Julia interrupted.
“Ugh.”
“It’s not happening next week. I have too much going on right now.”
“Fine,” she conceded.
After a little while, Keegan left with the usual hug, another murmured apology, and a see you tomorrow. For once, she longed for the silence that followed the door closing. For once, she was okay with it.
She sat back on the white couch, pouring herself the remaining wine as she looked at the walls. She held the cold glass to her lips as she thought. Grabbing a clip from the drawer in the coffee table, she twisted her hair into a bun.
Keegan was right. It was time. It’d been time.
She stood with the glass in her hands, her toes curled into the fuzzy gray run beneath her feet. She was frozen with fear, her body filled with lead. Taking a second to gather her wits, she walked back to the foyer where a light on the wall gleamed into the entryway. She approached the side table and opened the top drawer again. The envelope, that damn envelope that sealed her fate.
She wasn’t defeated; she was bankrupt in an eternal struggle of negative worth–too far gone, too deep to crawl out. She had no fight left in her, but she couldn’t keep going on like she was. She couldn’t keep putting someone, something else first, that no longer existed. She couldn’t hold her heart in a glass case, locked with steel chains, for someone who’d never come back to finally release it.
She had no reason to continue holding onto that envelope like it meant something, like it would change anything. So, with shaking hands, she picked it up and held it before her.
This was goodbye.
Inside it felt like her wounds were still fresh–aching with every move as bruised tissues expanded with each breath–but as she opened that front door, wrapped herself with her sweater and once again began walking to that mailbox, it ached a little less. It was like a single stitch arched across and slowly willed it closed.
She placed the envelope in the chilled metal and raised that flag again. She closed the lid, her finger lingering just for a moment. This was goodbye. She breathed deeply as her hands fell to her sides. Swirls of her warm breath danced above her.
She turned and faced the moonlit night–her face a beacon for the light year distance of a future life shining down on her. It wasn’t a sad gasp of air, but a breath of relief. It was the feeling of shackles breaking and crashing to the floor as you finally have the freedom to step forward.
Julia walked to the kitchen, a slight sway in her step. She reached for the wine cooler and pulled out another bottle. She didn’t need another, but she wanted it for what was to come next.
She tilted her overly full drink to her mouth, splashing a little wine on her shirt. Instead of changing it, she clumsily tore it off, exposing her black sports bra and loose fit jeans hanging off her hips. She threw the t-shirt onto the chaise, her chest rising with her expanding lungs. Now she faced the project she wasn’t entirely talked into.
She had to do it, and she had to do it right at that moment.
Regretfully, she set down her glass again and went to the basement to pull out a box. She reached for the tape hanging in the stairwell on her way down. Pulling the deconstructed box from the corner, she taped the bottom. After dragging it back up those stairs–the thudding ringing in her hazy ears as it hit each step–she threw it on the floor in what she figured would be the center of the house, the flaps opened wide.
One-by-one, she walked through each room pulling pictures off the wall, from shelves and tables. She took the photos tucked between books on the oak shelf in the living room. She took down every moment that lined the hallway.
She opened the drawer of her bedside table and removed the picture of Marin she used to look at before drifting into sleep. Her twenty-eight-year-old smile was so genuinely sincere, caught off guard as she admired the relentless gray waves on a beach off the Jersey Shore.
She piled them into the box, checking every surface for lingering lost memories. At what seemed like a lifetime later, she fell backwards on the couch and picked her wine back up.
The walls looked so bare. It wasn’t a natural look–not the way protruding tree trunks blend into the rough terrain in the forest–and it bothered her already. But at the same time, it was a weight lifted off her shoulders, as if the empty walls filled part of that empty space within her.
When she walked back to the box, she slowly closed the lid–the velvet feeling of the cardboard grazing across skin. She taped it up, and then added another layer, just because. Carefully, she dragged it down the stairs to the basement.
Dim light crept in through the only slanted window. A single cobweb she hadn’t demolished yet clung to the corner, the only life left there. Decorations in labeled totes lined the wall, dust covering their lids. They hadn’t been opened in a year, or had it been longer than that? When was the last time that garland hung from the mantels, cheery red and green colors reflecting soft light off the muted walls?
She pushed the heavy box a little further into the corner and left it there. As she turned the light off and made her way back up the stairs, the last step always creaking under her weight, she didn’t look back.
The empty walls–the paint color just slightly unmatched where the same pictures hung for years, shielding the layers from the light–didn’t bother her as much as she feared. The emptiness wasn’t as loud as she expected; it was a trickling river, white noise soothing her soul.
She thought that when that day would come–if it ever did because, let’s face it, that chapter was never written–she would’ve cried. She thought her heart would break all over again, a year of scarring only adding miles of ocean depth to the pain. Somehow, she didn’t shed a tear. Maybe she didn’t have any tears left to give. Maybe she had already given too much.



Chapter Thirteen
Julia didn’t touch the mailbox the next morning, or the morning after that. Just to be sure it had left her sight entirely, she pretended that little chilled box didn’t exist–magazines, newsletters, and bills piling within. That’s why businesses have grace periods.
Even though she signed those papers and took down all the photos, she couldn’t bring herself to see Erin. For days that stretched into weeks, she avoided her at work like the plague. When she saw her coming down a hall or heard her voice echo from a classroom, she swiftly turned and disappeared down another.
She didn’t know how to apologize to her for her rude dismissal. She didn’t know what to say to her when her gaze lingered too long. She didn’t know how to be firm with her, keep the distance they painstakingly built, while wanting to fall back into her touch. And so, Keegan played defense and allowed her the time to catch up on the meetings and appointments. Julia was conveniently indisposed to anyone who asked.
It was the last day of the week and Julia spent the entire day in a conference room with Keegan, Jonathan, and the rest of the English Department. They scoured over schedules and bus routes to organize the school-wide Broadway show just days away. Tickets were purchased; students were ready. The only thing that wasn’t was the chaperone and student distribution. You know, just a little piece of the puzzle.
It would be the largest school sponsored field trip Kleinton students took in years. Julia couldn’t wait, but at the same time every possible scenario of what could go wrong flickered through the mind on a creaking 1940s film reel.
The Phantom of the Opera was the production chosen by the teachers. It began on Broadway in the 1980s, and this was the last year to experience its brilliance on the big stage. When she first saw The Phantom of the Opera on screen in grade school, she knew she was judged by her cover her entire life up to that point. She realized that, just like her favorite theme in the musical, she was never given the benefit of the doubt. It was one of the best moments of her life–to recognize that she wasn’t as alone as she thought, and getting to relive that gave her something to truly look forward to.
They were finalizing the last group of students for each chaperone when they came up two short. They sat around the list of student names, the volunteers and teachers who were assigned to each. There was a group of 16 students who would have one parent volunteer and no school official.
“We could just disperse those students throughout the other groups,” Keegan suggested again.
“But we’re already pushing numbers as it is,” Jonathan explained, his voice a little irritated. “We’re over two to five students in most groups compared to our last trip, which was half as complicated.”
“What if we put another all-call out to parents and see if we can manage a few more volunteers?” another teacher suggested.
“We tried that yesterday and haven’t received one taker,” Keegan sighed.
Just then, there was a knock at the door. Erin opened it slowly and stepped in with a pile of her department folders in her hands. What was it that flickered on her face? Surprise? It could’ve been relief, but the narrowing of her eyes looked almost like an apologetic pain.
Her hair was down again, beachy waves highlighting the gold in her strands. It was a dress-down day due to half-day teacher conferences, but she still wore a tucked-in, blue pin-striped blouse. Of course, she had on her signature heels, the height always bringing her eye level with Julia.
“I heard you needed another hand at the show?” Erin asked, her voice faltering at the last word as she locked eyes with Julia.
Julia opened her mouth to respond, to try to get out at least one syllable when she’d been mute for weeks, but Jonathan jumped in first.
“Absolutely!” he said with that award-winning smile. Keegan leaned over the table with him to review the current list of chaperones as she adjusted groups.
“If we move Julia here,” she said, pushing Julia and Erin’s names together, “we’ll have one school official in each group.”
Julia gave a momentary scowl towards Keegan.
“That sounds like a great plan.” Julia smiled sincerely, holding back the stab for Keegan later. She didn’t expect the rush of relief she felt after hearing Erin’s voice after so long without it. “Thank you, Erin.”
“Mrs. Jenner, I actually was just popping in to ask for a moment of your time for some paperwork,” Erin explained cautiously.
Julia nodded, reminded Jonathan of what still had to be done, then picked up her things and followed Erin to the office they once shared.
“Thank you,” Julia said as Erin opened the door.
“I know you’re busy, Mrs. Jenner.” Erin didn’t take a seat, her body straight as a board in the doorway. The formality of her stance spread out like octopus’ arms within the room, sucking the oxygen out. “I’ll be brief and then get out of your hair. I just need a quic–”
“Erin,” Julia’s voice was a plea, “please have a seat.” Julia motioned towards the chair next to her desk. “I’m happy to help with anything you need.”
Erin walked over and began pulling out her papers without looking up. Julia needed to get everything back on track. She needed to squash what bloomed in her chest before it could take any more root than it already had. But… But? But there was something about being in the same room with her, something about her presence that sent a wave of heat through her entire body–a feeling of calm, a feeling of everything crashing into her at once.
Erin’s voice still hummed in her ears. It was like being wrapped in satin from the inside out. If only life could be as easy as it was to forget everything when looking at her. If only life could be like that.
“I just need a signature on these department evaluations I’ve started.” She placed four highlighted documents before Julia, a large yellow X identifying where she had to sign.
“Would you like me to read them now and sign, or would you prefer I get them back to you later?” She lifted the papers to review them, trying to avoid looking Erin in the eyes.
“Later is fine,” Erin quickly answered, too quickly, as if she was counting down the seconds that she had to endure sharing the same air with her. “I know you probably want to look at them alone.”
Erin didn’t add anything else to her statement, but Julia should have. She should have told her she would sit there and look at those papers all day, rereading each line three times just to extend the seconds, if it meant she never left that chair. But it’s too messy. It became all too messy.
“Great,” Julia said, setting them back down slowly. “I will be happy to return these to you by the end of the day.”
“Take your time,” she said without expression, her voice a wooden plank.
The sun invigorated the room, covering Erin’s complexion in a luminous sheen. Julia smiled at her. It was so hard not to smile around her, to not smile at her, to not beg for that flash of teeth back. They both sat looking at each other, completely tantalized even though Erin’s lips didn’t curve upwards.
“I’m sorry if I stepped on toes by volunteering for the field trip.” Erin looked down at her papers, pretending to neatly align them. “I didn’t know they were going to pair us up.”
“You didn’t at all,” Julia jumped in before Erin even finished speaking. “We could use the help, and that was a very kind offer when you could use the time to catch up on all this paperwork.”
Julia smiled at her, but Erin still didn’t smile back. It wasn’t the smile, the one that fluttered into her mind when she was lost in thought.
“I know you’ve been avoiding me,” she confessed. “After day two of seeing you turn around after seeing me in the hallway, I got the idea. I’m happy to rescind my offer, if that’s what you want. You could have just talked to me.”
Julia’s stomach sank. She had no idea. Hearing it said back to her made her feel childish, and she was. Why couldn’t she just tell her? Why couldn’t she just explain that this was how it had to be and pretending it could be anything else was just torture to her already spent body?
“Ms. Jenner,” a knock sounded from behind the door as it opened to the assistant principal, “we’ll be heading into our budget meeting in a moment, if you want to join.”
“Thank you, Mr. Waylon. I’ll be just a few minutes late.”
Julia nodded towards him and then gave her full attention back to Erin when the door latch clicked close in the distance. Erin’s expression changed for a brief moment but Julia couldn’t place it.
Her next words should’ve been that she had it all wrong. Her next words should’ve been an apology for her immature behavior. Her next words should’ve been anything other than the diplomatic crap she actually said.
“I think you would really enjoy getting to know more of the students,” Julia spoke softly. Her stomach descended just a little lower at her cowardice. “The play is truly spectacular, too.”
“Okay,” Erin gave a half-smile, a plastic mask on her face, “then it’s settled.” She stood and began walking to the door. Erin stopped, her back a solid wall against her vision. “Julia?”
Her voice didn’t sound like satin or velvet; it was a subtle, melancholic tremor that finally shook loose after thousands of years of settling. It sounded like the sigh of a child who just dropped their ice cream, the anticipation of that creamy goodness evaporating as it melts on hot pavement. Some glint of hope fluttering off in the breeze.
“Yes, Erin?” Julia still had her eyes on her, now more concerned than ever.
Something was different. The air was so quiet. Their breathing sounded like footsteps on a hollow floor. Erin had her hand on the doorknob, but she didn’t turn it just yet.
She waited just three breath-spans long and then sighed, “never mind.”
She was gone just as fast as she murmured that last word. Julia didn’t know what to think. When the door swung closed, small particles of dust kicked up and floated to the dirty yellow tile, only put in sight from the single ray of sunshine reflecting through the window.
It didn’t sit right. The way Erin held herself, second guessing her words while playing with her hands in her lap. It wasn’t her. The way her voice shook in the most unnoticeable way to anyone but Julia. Something was wrong and she had to know what it was, if it was her. Had she done the very thing she feared the most?
Julia looked around her office. Filing cabinets full of reports and curriculum lined the walls. Above those hung pictures of her and students throughout the years. Behind her desk, the walls were lined with photos of faculty achievements, moments of her accolades frozen in time. Her precious degrees hung on gold-plated plaques to her left, always in view. Always a reminder.
That office contained everything she held close, everything she fought so hard to get and never lose. None of it ever came easy and she kept those reminders to prove that if she kept pushing, if she never lost sight, it would always get better. It had to get better.
Even with all those accomplishments, a professional life well lived, the room felt empty. She felt empty, as if her bones rattled against her skin without any true form. It was like the sky: something and absolutely nothing all at the same time. Erin didn’t make her feel empty. Talking to her made her skin light on fire; it made her feel alive again, like Marin didn’t take the last piece of her when she left.
Pressing her feet firmly to the ground, she stood from her cluttered desk. She didn’t care how much she had left to do. She didn’t care that she’d be late for that meeting. It didn’t matter. None of it mattered in the grand scheme of things. She let it all matter too much already.
She walked through her door, leaving it wide open. As she passed Keegan’s desk just one door over, she began to stand as if ready to ask a question, but Julia kept walking. If she stopped, if she allowed the trembling nerves in her body to settle within her limbs, every ounce of determination she worked up would disintegrate right before her.
She walked to the office with Erin’s temporary name on the front. It was small, at one point a storage room for boxes of platinum white printer paper stacked twelve high. There was only one window, maybe two-by-two feet, in the center of the back wall.
Julia approached the closed door, the blackout poster still covering the little window from the last lockdown drill. Not being able to see if Erin was inside, to see what she was doing or if she’d be bothering her, kept Julia frozen with her fist rolled into the knocking position.
How long did she stand there as her knees buckled under her weight? How long after holding your limbs in the same position before the lactic acid builds to an unbearable pain? Pausing was her mistake.
Her nerves settled in her toes as her chest flushed red with anxiety. Instead of knocking, she dropped her hand back to her side. She turned back towards her office as she rubbed the bridge of her nose with her exhausted arm. She had a meeting to get to.
***
With the paperwork and last-minute organization for the field trip in full swing, Julia forgoed all plans for the weekend. Instead of getting ready for Sunday girl’s night, it was 8 p.m. on Saturday and she sat on the floor in her living room–her legs crossed beneath her on the fuzzy rug. Her white sweatpants and oversized t-shirt, one she probably should have tossed in the garbage decades ago, hung off her like a sheet. Her blonde hair was thrown in a messy bun that rested on the back of her neck, little spiral wisps framing her face.
Her coffee table was pressed against the wall all afternoon, making room for the folders she organized on the floor for all of the teachers. Her glass of wine sat on a marble coaster where the rug met dark stained wood. ’80’s music played in the background from the stereo, echoing off still bare walls. Julia subtly nodded her head with the beat as she counted how many folders she still had to make. Each needed a copy of their schedule, student attendance, tickets, and emergency contacts.
Her phone buzzed against the floor, rattling the side of the coaster. She picked it up, a bright pink pile of papers still in her hand for distribution. Her insides turned to jelly. Erin.
Erin - 8:12 p.m.
You up?
Julia - 8:12 p.m.
Always.
Erin - 8:12 p.m.
Can I give you a call?
Without even thinking, Julia sat smiling ear to ear as she clicked on Erin’s contact and pressed the dial button. It rang twice before Erin’s unsteady voice came alive from the other side. That might have been a little too fast of a reaction.
“Hi,” Erin hesitated.
“Hi.”
“That was quick.”
“I figured by the time I responded back saying yes, and then you getting that message and having to call me, I could just call you and get it done.”
“I’m sorry to bother you so late–”
“Stop that.” Julia’s voice was a weak attempt at sounding serious as she held in a sigh. It was so hard keeping Erin at such a distance, so hard allowing her to think she was doing something wrong. “Are you okay? I was worried about you earlier.”
“Yeah,” her voice hummed from the other side, but Julia didn’t believe her. “Wait,” Erin paused and Julia could almost picture how she was tilting her head even across the phone, “did you just say you called me first to get this over faster?”
They both laughed. Julia slid back on the rug, inching closer to the couch to lean against it.
“Exactly,” she said, amusement lacing her voice. She was so thankful Erin couldn’t see the way she lit up. At least she could smile at that voice wrapped in the safety of the airways between them.
“Well, at least now I know.” Julia could almost hear a smile in her airy tone. “I was thinking about the trip tomorrow and then I realized the last time I took one, I was in 6th grade and we went to the beach down the road and I was obviously the student and not a chaperone. So, I have no idea what I’m doing!”
“You’ll be with me, so you have nothing to worry about,” replied Julia. “Really all it is is a bunch of counting student heads every five minutes. We make sure we’re arriving on time, and at the right place. That’s about it.”
“That and being responsible for over a dozen teenagers in a dangerous city!”
“If you ignore the catcalls and people trying to sell you pictures next to drag queens, you’ll be fine,” Julia chuckled.
Erin gasped playfully, “You didn’t tell me there would be drag queens.”
“I guess I should have led with that. We probably would have had more volunteers.”
“Or less, depending on how you look at it.” It was so easy to fall into that teasing banter, that all–too-familiarness. “What time are you getting to school Monday morning?”
“The bus leaves at five in the morning, so I will probably be there around four to coordinate with transportation.”
“I’ll try to get there early too. That way you have an extra hand,” she paused unsurely, “only if you want.”
“I’d like that.” Julia smiled into the phone as she looked up and watched the fan spin above her. “I’d like that a lot.”
“Okay, I guess I’ll see you then.”
“See you then.”
“See you then,” Erin repeated.
They sat in silence for a moment, both waiting to see who would hang up first, both mesmerized in the rhythm of their breaths. Erin ended the call and Julia was left smiling into her phone when she did.



Chapter Fourteen
It was Sunday, and Julia finished organizing the last of the chaperone folders and did one final check for each grade level’s permission slips. She leaned towards her filing cabinet as she tucked the permission slips back to their safe location in a worn brown folder.
Out of the corner of her window, she saw movement in the parking lot. A group of men in suits and women in long fitted dresses exited the building, shaking hands as they made their way to ridiculously expensive BMWs and Teslas. It was the board of education, and on the sidewalk waving goodbye was Erin.
Julia looked at her watch. It was just past seven at night, and they never even notified Julia of its occurrence. She suddenly felt sick to her stomach. Every worst-case scenario flooded her mind like the water that floated Noah’s Ark.
What if she wasn’t invited because the meeting was about her? What if Erin finally gave them the ammo they needed to push her out? Everything she feared, everything that forced her to tiptoe around Erin, was now hurtling towards her in full force.
“I thought I saw the light in your office.” Erin’s voice appeared out of thin air.
She stood with her hip leaning against the doorway, a white blouse peeking out past her gray pant suit. How long did she sit staring out that window, contemplating where to go next?
“Hey,” Julia softly said. Her smile was weak, barely there at all. She couldn’t put on the mask, couldn’t think past the idea that Erin could have it in her to betray her like that. “Did you have a good meeting?”
“Yes, a very productive one, actually.”
“That’s nice,” Julia said dryly, turning her attention towards the planner before her.
“Is something wrong?” Erin asked, angling her head just slightly.
Julia sighed, the frustration coming out in one long exhale. “What was the meeting about?” she asked, and then added in a softer tone, “if you don’t mind me asking.”
“Just a review of the latest curriculum score evaluations,” Erin explained, her voice nonchalant. “I noticed you weren’t there.”
“I wasn’t invited.” The words left her mouth with more bite than she intended.
“Oh,” she shook her head apologetically, “I didn’t know.”
“How did it go?” Julia asked quietly, hurt scrolling across her face in long brushstrokes.
“Surprisingly very well. They were impressed with our long-term plan so far,” she admitted. Her voice was steady, so full of honesty that Julia thought she lost her mind.
“Did they say anything else?” Julia asked, trying so hard to push the desperation in her tone down. “About me?”
Erin sighed as she allowed more of her weight to press against that door frame. “They asked for an impromptu evaluation on you.”
“And?”
“I gave them one.”
Julia squeezed her eyes closed. This would be it for her career. It was over. Everything she worked for? Poof! Gone.
“Oh,” she sighed, leaning forward over her desk.
“Will you stop that?” Erin’s voice was a demand, her hands rising to her hip.
Julia looked up at Erin, now standing before her, completely startled by the tone of her voice. She was the one who used that voice on others; it was never the other way around.
“Stop all that sulking. I gave them a glowing review of the work you do here.”
“You did what?”
“You’re really going to sit there and act surprised?” Erin pulled up a seat next to Julia’s desk, the familiarity of a shared space reassuring them both instantly. Julia’s expression didn’t change. “Jules, really?”
“I, I–” she stuttered, completely unable to form a complete thought in her head. Erin, as stubborn as she was, just waited. “I’m sorry,” she blurted out at last.
“A little credit would be nice,” Erin said, her voice weighed down with disappointment. Julia didn’t know what to say next. With a sigh, Erin stood. “I’m going to get some work done in my office, if you need me.”
“Thanks.” Julia nodded as Erin walked towards the door. Just as she was about to disappear around the corner, she added, “Erin?” Erin stopped without a second thought. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
“And I am sorry,” she paused, watching Erin’s eyebrow arch, “for everything.”
Erin gave a brief soft smile and disappeared into the hallway, leaving Julia with an excruciatingly unproductive rest of the night.
She stared at her work as the clock ticked past another hour, but she couldn’t focus on anything with the knowledge that Erin was just a few doors down. She had so many things to accomplish with the field trip Monday, but every single sentence she read, she reread four times before fully understanding.
“Ugh!” she grunted, leaning her head on her desk.
Trying any longer was futile–more of a waste of time than if she went home and watched a cheesy movie while binging on an entire bag of butter-drenched popcorn.
She packed up her things and then walked down the hall to Erin’s office.
“Hey,” Julia the corner and gave a little wave, “I’m going to head out. I just wanted to let you know.”
“Have a good night, Julia.”
“You too.”
She didn’t linger, didn’t want to make their encounters any more awkward than they quickly became earlier. After the day she had and how early she had to be up tomorrow, she was sure she’d feel the exhaustion as soon as she stepped into the house. But that was wishful thinking.
***
As she rinsed her coffee mug in the sink, her work bag already emptied and readied for the morning, she was wide awake with anticipation. She forced herself to crawl between the sheets with a book gripped in her hands. She read for maybe an hour before her eyes burned with exhaustion. The plot was on a downward spiral–a cowboy who was about to lose his farm fell in love with a big-time city realtor rethinking her life–and Julia lost interest two chapters ago.
She tried to close her eyes, tempted to see if she could fall into the soundlessness of night instead of the silence echoing in her ears. But she didn’t.
Sitting up, she pushed the blankets off in a frustrated heap. She envied people with narcolepsy, or even more so, people who could fall asleep anywhere. Those old-timers in nursing homes that pass out over their green Jello, heads dangling over lump bodies? That’s the goal.
Instead of lying there tossing and turning, she swung her legs over the edge of the bed. She let them dangle there for a moment, the cool air tickling her toes, mesmerized by the little blob of light over her driveway–small flying insects twirling in a never-ending tornado beneath its shine. Then her gaze fell to the corner of the room where a blank canvas leaned against the wall, dust coating its edges.
She had a painting room. One of the extra bedrooms in the house has a wall full of books, half of which she hasn’t read yet, and part of which she’ll never be able to get to before she dies. On the other side of that same room sat an easel. In the corner was a rocking chair adorned with a red shawl–Marin’s place to sit and read while Julia painted with wild, untamed wonder.
After Marin left, she couldn’t bring herself to step back into it. All she could think of was all the long nights they used to spend in there, completely independent while relying on the other’s presence. Every time she saw the pale cardinal on the walls, all she could think of was how the afternoon lights reflected off her ruby hair.
After a few months, she tried to paint again but couldn’t bear the scent of Marin embedded in the gypsum lining the walls. She got so frustrated at one point, she dragged her old rickety easel out of the room with the bare minimum of supplies she’d need, and she set up shop in the corner of her bedroom.
Even then, she lost count of how many times she sat on that stool and begged for anything to spew from her fingertips. Was it a dozen times before she gave up entirely? Instead of thinking about it anymore, she stood to her aching legs. It’d been such a long week and the weight of it pulled down her body.
She walked to the easel and took a seat on the cold wooden stool. Picking up one of the paintbrushes, she held it in her hand while the familiarness of its weight sunk back in. She dotted her pallet with various paint colors and then dipped the tip of the bristles into steel blue.
Her hand moved over the canvas in feather light strokes. She melded shades of indigo and apricot, crashing into cliffs of goldenrod and lilac, disappearing behind clouds of muted teals. She wasn’t sure what it would be yet; she just knew she had to get it out.
She glided with that motion. Her arm tired quickly, muscles and swift motions long forgotten. She dropped the paintbrush into a cup of water and rubbed her eyes. As she pulled her hands away, they were damp. The neckline of her shirt was drenched in salty tears. She didn’t even realize at what point tears began to fall from her eyes, dotting the paint pallet on her lap with tiny raindrops made entirely for her.
She took a deep breath–her hand pressed against her chest to remind herself there was still a heartbeat somewhere within there–and then closed her eyes. She squeezed the last of the falling droplets out and then wiped her eyelids dry. In a mountainous jumble, she fell onto the bed and buried her face into the pillow. Sleep would come eventually.



Chapter Fifteen
3 a.m. came too early the next morning. Julia squinted at the streetlight accosting her through the window–one sliver of light deliberately blinding her eyes. She had just an hour to get to the school, get the folders ready to hand out to the chaperones, and emphasize the importance of the check in locations. No big deal. One hour was a lot of time, right?
She threw on a dark pair of jeans and a navy blouse with a black blazer. That would be comfortable enough for the four-and-a-half-hour bus ride shoulder-to-shoulder with dozens of grumpy teenagers, half of which would most likely forget their phone chargers and complain about it the entire time.
When she got to the school, she opened the trunk of her car and pulled out the trolley full of emergency bandages, snacks, and paperwork for the faculty. With Julia, you knew you were always prepared. She always had a plan B, and then a plan C in case that didn’t work out, and then there was always plan D for emergencies. No surprises.
The frigid morning air wrapped around her, prickling her cheeks with every movement as if her skin was the desert. The parking lot was empty; the school exactly as she left it hours earlier.
“You don’t pack light,” a voice sounded in the darkness.
Even though that voice was familiar, she jumped. She turned and faced Erin, her eyes understandably puffy at that hour.
“And you’re here early,” Julia said, smiling at the surprise.
“I figured you’d be a little stressed sorting everything out this morning,” she closed the trunk for her, “and I wanted to help.”
They walked towards the school with full arms and got to work immediately. Erin helped Julia pull out a folding table in the front of the gymnasium to station their sign-in sheet. A short half hour later, students and teachers began to file in with coffee in hand and emergency contacts on speed dial.
Erin was stationed by the door handing out chaperone packs while Julia organized students into their groups. She waved off nervous parents and checked to make sure the appropriate students had their EpiPens and inhalers. Between the two of them and Keegan corralling late participants in the parking lot, each group was sorted and on the buses in record time. They were right on schedule. No plan B needed.
“And we’re off, Steve!” Julia patted the bus driver’s shoulder as she made her way to a seat. He honked his horn to the other drivers, a smoke signal in the night light.
The bus lurched into motion and the students cheered with excitement, their previous sleepy conversations now overwhelming chatter. A fleet of eight buses trailed out of the school’s parking lot, beeping at the waving parents still standing on the sidewalk.
The front seat was taken by extra folders, allergy kits, and miscellaneous snacks and drinks. Julia walked past it, resting on the outside edge of Erin’s seat as she did a final count of heads.
“Are you excited?” Erin asked, reviewing her own chaperone folder one more time.
“Very much so, actually,” she confessed. “I actually saw this same play as a child. It’s one of my favorites.”
“I can’t wait to see it then.” Erin smiled at her and then turned her attention back to the window, the edges frosted from the night’s chill.
Four other chaperones were on the same bus, separated throughout its length. Students with headphones and fists full of granola bars hopped seats across aisles as they laughed with expectation. Sure, they were probably excited not to be in school for the day, but Julia pretended their giddiness was in part for the art they were about to witness.
As they approached an hour of sitting on those stiff leather benches, tired students began to sink deeper into their seats, napping on each other’s shoulders. Chaperones closed their eyes themselves, savoring any last bit of calm before the chaos. Erin inched just slightly closer to Julia, their legs brushing when the bus hopped from bumps in the road.
“Ms. Jenner?” a voice from behind her called.
“Ah, Mrs. Perot. Yes, what can I do for you?” Julia smiled as she turned into the aisle towards the French teacher. Her cropped brown hair was pulled behind her ears and her signature red beret sat on her head.
“A couple of students asked when we would be stopping for a bathroom break,” she said, gripping a seat for stability. “You know how they gulp those disgusting energy drinks.”
Julia checked her watch and saw it was closely approaching two hours of their trip. They’d be coming up on their halfway stop–a travel station where students could stretch their legs or get a bite to eat.
“We’ll be stopping in about twenty minutes, right Steve?” Julia stood and leaned closer towards the driver.
“Fifteen, actually!” he said enthusiastically, his scraggly gray beard wiggling as he spoke.
“Thank you, Ms. Jenner. I’ll start to wake the students.”
Julia smiled and sat back down next to Erin. Drinking three cups of espresso before getting on the bus probably wasn’t the best idea for her bladder, either.
“Ms. Jenner?” Erin asked.
Julia looked at her, not understanding that she was asking about the name and not attempting to get her attention. She looked at her puzzlingly, her eyebrows furrowed into a line, and then it clicked.
“Yes,” Julia acknowledged.
She pulled her attention to the front of the bus, the tops of trees highlighted by the sun creeping from its hiding spot beneath the growing hills. At that hour, there were no other cars to rustle snow across the empty roads.
“Ms?” Erin asked again, seeking clarification.
“Ms.” Julia stated.
She looked down at her hands in her lap. Her right hand was sheltering her left, her thumb grazing over her tan line. That damn habit.
Erin reached over and placed her hand on Julia’s rubbing fingers, ceasing all movement as fast as a pause button on a remote. It was a brief few breaths and then she pulled her hand back, turning her gaze towards the window. That swift little motion, that momentary touch, caused Julia’s heart to grow Grinch style. Oh boy, was she in trouble.
They didn’t say anything else on the ride to the rest stop. Erin didn’t ask what that meant, what that meant for them both, if it meant anything at all. Julia didn’t explain why she still rubbed the ghost of that ring, even with the change of her title, even without pictures lining her walls, even without another person to use as an excuse.
The bus driver flipped his blinker and students stood with more excitement than they had earlier, a bright yellow McDonald’s sign hovering over the skyline. That’s all it took to truly make a teenager happy. Not a field trip. Not expensive Broadway tickets. Not a once-in-a-lifetime moment in the theater world. No, none of that. All it took was a neon Micky D sign.
“Okay, okay!” Julia stood, motioning them to take their seats as she spoke, and they did so without hesitation. “We’re stopping for no more than twenty-five minutes. During that time you may grab a snack, use the restroom, or stay on the bus. At exactly 7:00, we will all be back on this bus and ready to go. Give me a thumbs up if you understand.”
Jacket covered arms flung into the air, a thumbs up in every row. Julia took the walkie talkie from a pocket within her bag. It beeped obnoxiously as she flipped the dial to the ‘on’ position. Her voice sounded gravely over the sound waves as she gave them the same instructions to the other leaders. The door swung open and as icy air filled the bus, students crowded off.
“I’m going to get another coffee from Dunkin,” Erin said, grabbing her wallet from inside her bag. “Do you want anything?”
Julia held up her travel cup and jostled the liquid inside. If she drank another sip of coffee, her kidneys would float to New York City and then all the way back home.
“No, thank you,” she said with a smile. “I’m going to go in and use the bathroom and count heads.”
They both went their separate ways, careful to not brush against the other as they exited at the same time. Once inside, Julia surveyed her surroundings as students flooded the lines, some towards desperate greasy breakfast sandwiches as others gravitated towards the caffeinated drinks their parents wouldn’t let them normally drink. Faculty waited in line for bagels and elaborate cream topped coffees. Everyone was so alive.
“Hey there.” Keegan brushed her elbow, a donut in her hand.
“How can you eat all that junk and still look like you haven’t popped out five gorgeous babies?” Julia laughed.
“Good genes,” she replied, a mouth full of jelly filling. She never was the graceful type. “How’s it going on your bus?”
“Blissfully uneventful. You?”
“Well, Tobin Tulley decided it was a good idea to take a picture of Clara Roen sleeping, so I had to diffuse World War IIII,” she paused, taking a sip of her dark iced drink, “but other than that, just peachy.”
“World War IIII, huh? It was going to be so bad we’d skip an entire world war?”
Julia chuckled as she caught Clara and Tobin holding hands by the door, sharing a muffin. To be that age again, to love so recklessly and forgivingly.
“You realize it is freezing outside?” Julia motioned to the ice swirling in her plastic cup. “They make drinks to thaw you out, too.”
“Cold like my soul,” Keegan deadpanned, sipping the creamy coffee through a straw.
Julia looked over at the coffee line. Erin stood with her hands in her jacket, her weight shifted on one hip. For once she wasn’t wearing those signature heels and her height blended in with the students around her.
She looked at the menu above her, just one other teacher standing in her way of sweet caffeine. Erin’s eyes dropped from the sign and scanned the room full of bustling students fumbling with money. Her eyes caught Julia’s immediately, as if she was the only one there, as if there was a yellow brick road always leading them home.
Julia watched as Erin flashed her that smile, completely disarming any glimmer of conscious thought she had moments ago. Oh, how she could dissolve before that smile, how she could melt right through even the smallest crack in the tile she stood on. She couldn’t help but smile back before turning her attention back to Keegan, who was looking right at her.
“Oh.” Keegan’s mouth was between agape and a smile, her eyebrows raised.
“What?” Julia played dumb, turning her back to where Erin stood across the black and white tiled room.
“Oh, honey,” she groaned, shaking her head with a grin that you could see even past the coffee cup she held in front of her face.
“Stop that,” Julia mumbled through gritted teeth.
“Stop what?” Keegan smirked, loving every moment more as it passed. “What am I doing, Julia?”
“Looking at me like that.”
“Like what?”
“Like you have something to say.”
“Well, maybe I do.”
“Then say it.” Julia gently shoved her shoulder, waiting for the blast of her comeback.
Keegan pulled her coffee back down to waist height, her smile cut in the same stone that lined her cheekbones. “I’ve missed that smile.”
She reached out and held Julia’s hand, their embraced fingers hanging in the fast-food scented air between them. Julia squeezed her hand, and they just stood like that, relishing in the fact that sometimes moments are better without words.
“Me too,” Julia sighed.
“We’re not going to talk about this right now,” her eyes glanced back towards where Erin was picking her drink up from the kiosk, “but you will have to spill the beans Sunday.”
Julia opened her mouth to rebut–to explain that there was nothing to discuss, that she’s just a friend–but just as she did, Erin walked up behind them.
“I know you said you didn’t want anything, but I figured you’d need some nutrients other than coffee at some point.” Erin held out a brown bag between them, her eyes locking on their hands held together. Julia dropped Keegan’s hand and took the warm bag. “It’s a chocolate scone.”
“Thanks,” Julia replied with a smile, trying so desperately not to make it look awkward under Keegan’s gaze.
“Welp,” Keegan turned to look at the line of students still waiting for their food, “we better wrap up these younglings if we’re going to be on the bus and off in the next five minutes.”
“Kleinton High,” Julia wrapped her hands around her mouth to drown out the chaos around her, “if you’ve used the bathroom and are done ordering, make your way back to the buses! I repeat, it is now time to load back on the buses!”
In a bustle, students began to file back through the front door, pushing for who would get the window seat. Some still waited by the checkout counter while others moseyed out of bathrooms with their friend group. What was it about girls that required a posse to use the toilet?
“I’ll direct students outside and start the head count,” Keegan shouted towards them both as she started towards the exit.
“We’ll be right out with the stragglers,” Julia shouted back as Keegan opened the door to leave. She could hear the morning wind whipping against the brick facade outside.
Erin helped Julia check the bathrooms and then coaxed students in booths to take their food to the bus. Eventually, after checking every corner, everyone was out of the rest stop. Most students were loaded on the appropriate buses, and just a few confused souls stood in the parking lot, deciding whether they got off the second or third bus in line.
They split the rosters, and both stepped onto each vehicle to verify everyone was accounted for. Erin was already seated when she boarded the bus, a completed list of students still in her hands.
“We’re good to go, Steve.” Julia tapped his arm as she rounded the corner and took her seat back next to Erin. The bus lurched into motion and they were off once again–the students chirping with energy and back to their shenanigans.
“You’re really good at all of this.”
“It’s kind of my job to be good at it. I’ve been doing it for a really long time.”
“I mean people,” Erin clarified, organizing the rosters in her hand and handing them over to Julia as she sat. “Everyone. Every situation I’ve seen you in. It’s amazing to watch.”
Julia let a chuckle escape from her throat.
“I’m always grasping at straws,” she whispered, as if it was a secret.
“No one can tell.” Erin smiled, but Julia rolled her eyes. “I’m serious.”
“I’m sorry.” Julia let her hand rest on Erin’s arm. “Thank you.”
“You suck at taking compliments,” she whispered–forcing Julia to draw nearer, her hand still on that soft skin.
“Was that what that was?” Julia grinned.
“How long have you been in education again?”
“Oh, I don’t think you want me to date myself again. If you pushed it out of your memory, then that’s a good thing!”
Erin’s eyebrows rose, wrinkling her beautifully tanned skin.
Julia compromised. “A long time.”
“And there’s still a spark in your eyes for it,” Erin said. “That’s impressive.”
The bus grew quiet as full tummies sat back down and sunk into slumber. They turned onto the highway and all bumps ceased–nothing but road noise and flashing cars out the foggy windows to distract the quietness.
“You and Keegan are really close,” Erin spoke after minutes of silence.
“We are. Sometimes it’s hard to make friends in this line of work. There’s so many lines and it takes me so much time to separate it all out. She’s been my constant.”
“I’m sure everyone-knows-everyone in a community as tight as Kleinton.”
“Exactly, and Keegan’s always been there. Joining work and friendship keeps things interesting.”
The bus jumped as a pothole covered in snow was hit by the driver. Erin’s hand instinctively went to Julia’s thigh, but she pretended not to notice. Julia glanced towards the back of the bus. Most students settled back into their seats–only a momentary oh, ah, and woah rolling down the aisles.
Erin’s eyes darted down to Julia’s leg, and she quickly removed her hand.
“She’s married, right?”
“She is. A very nice guy named Ben,” Julia answered, her focus still on the chatter in the back, and most certainly not on the warmth Erin left behind on her skin. “They have five munchkins themselves.”
“Has there ever been anything between the two of you?”
“Erin,” Julia gaped, looking around to see who could hear. “Never.”
“That was inappropriate,” she excused apologetically, her hand covering her mouth. “I’m sorry. Sometimes I just look at you and my lips are moving before my brain can really think it through.”
Julia just looked at her for a moment. She knew the feeling, all the words that constantly threatened to spew from her mouth anytime she was in her presence.
“When I said there was no one in my life,” she whispered, her lips just inches from Erin’s ear, “I told you the truth.”
“It just seemed like there was something there,” Erin paused, “at the last stop.”
If the bus was quiet before, it was a ghost town now, and Julia was growing more self-conscious by the second. And then it clicked. It was the moment that she held Keegan’s hand at the rest stop, a simple touch they’d done so many times before.
“Oh,” Julia tried to hide a smile. “Ms. Calanis, am I sensing a little jealousy?” Erin sat a little straighter as a slight flush of pink slowly crawled across the tops of her cheekbones.
“Well, I, I–” she stuttered, “no, I just–I guess I keep looking for an explanation.” Her gaze dropped and then she shook her shoulders in a literal attempt to brush the situation off. “Nevermind. Forget I said anything, please.”
Julia was shocked–her teeth unknowingly clenched even though her shoulders slumped in comfort anytime she was next to her.
“We were talking about you.”
“Huh?” Erin’s cheeks flushed even brighter than when they both were blindsided and stood in the same room at that faculty meeting.
“Keegan and I,” Julia clarified. “She says you make me smile.”
“Friends are supposed to make each other smile.”
“You do an extra good job,” whispered Julia, focus momentarily pulled towards the window.
“That sounds like a good thing,” Erin whispered back, her chin almost touching Julia’s shoulder as she leaned just slightly closer.
“It is,” she spoke the words gently and her entire body was engulfed in a wave of rolling goosebumps.
“You make me smile too,” she whispered, “all the time.”
Julia had to fight down the spreading lightness, the feeling of floating on clouds. Her stomach twirled and she tried her hardest not to smile too big, not to allow it to crack her face in two because she didn’t have words for the happiness that spread through her.
The rest of the drive was quiet as students played on their phones. Julia caught them taking selfies, perched over seats to photobomb the other with tongues and bunny ears out. Other than the occasional reprimand from random objects flying through the air, caught only in the reflection of the bus driver’s mirror, it was a smooth ride.
As they approached the parking location, the bustle of the city erupted around them. The mumbling of voices reverberated off windows as the sound of honking horns and loud exhausts filled their ears.
Students hesitantly stepped out of the buses and formed groups surrounding their chaperones. Adults took a final headcount, reminding everyone of the buddy policy as New Yorkers hustled around them with phones to their ears and open coats flowing in the winter wind.
They walked down Broadway, Julia occasionally checking back to make sure everyone was still there. She always looked for Erin first, taking up the rear and talking enthusiastically with a group of 9th grade boys.
They rounded into the theater, passing dozens of brightly designed stores, and Julia met with the manager waiting for them at the door. His dark brown hair was slicked back, accentuating his round face and prominent forehead. He wore an antiquated suit, a red bow tie pulling attention to the front. It was completely theatrical, and it roused the butterflies in her stomach.
They exchanged information and tickets were handed to each chaperone to disperse within their groups. Julia reiterated the expectations for their behavior, emphasizing the need to stick with a partner no matter where they went. Erin led the way for their cohort, students excitedly pushing towards the front to get the first pick of the seat in their row.
Julia nodded as she visually checked for each group, counting heads as they walked through. When she stepped into the theater, she felt paralyzed from the waist down.
The overhead lights were dimmed, highlighting the seats just enough to find the numbers bolted on the arms. The stage lights pointed to the empty raised platform, surrounded by a crescent outlining hundreds of empty seats. Gold fixtures hung from the ceilings and walls, only drowned out by the extravagant red fabric clinging over the stage and on the very chairs they’d be sitting on. It was glorious and exactly as she remembered.
A student apologetically scooted beside her, pulling her back from the memory of sitting in those very chairs as her legs swung beneath her–too young to truly understand the impact the very same production would have on her then.
She got her bearings, scanning the orchestra seating. She was about to sit right there towards the back, her hand grasping the cold arm, when Erin stood from mid-row. She was at the perfect location to view the stage while also keeping a close eye on all the students around her. She gave a subtle wave and Julia walked further down, students standing aside as she scooted down towards the middle of row B. Erin sat down the same time she did.
Julia looked back and took in the atmosphere, the smell of freshly popped popcorn and overly warm lights in the air. In front of her sat one entire row of students–behind her, dozens of students and faculty–all antsy to see what awaited them.
She accomplished so many things in her life. She gave up so many things in her life. Somehow, through it all, it felt worth it as long as she ended up in that very same chair. It felt as if everything had fallen into place and that was where she belonged, surrounded by all the people and children she worked so hard for. And then there was Erin.
The lights in the theater lowered and hovered over the stage, pulling eyes in different directions before softly stopping in the center. The entire room went silent with expectation, hushed voices dissipating behind her.
Julia found herself holding her breath, not knowing whether this would affirm her childhood memories or tear them apart. But isn’t that what life does to everyone? It could be everything you wished for, or it could be nothing like you hoped.
As the love story entangled the misunderstanding nature of the plot, as chandeliers crashed before them and students gasped in awe, Julia found that it was everything she remembered and more. It was so, so much more.
She sat with her hands gripped into a tight ball in her lap. She didn’t know she was even doing it until Erin reached out and, with one touch, loosened every tense muscle in her body. She pulled her one hand to her side, but she didn’t let go. For the rest of the first half, they sat with one hand over the other, fully aware of the veil of darkness that covered them, but wishing it was in the light. 

The halftime intermission began and lights disgracefully shone from the stage to the seats that were once empty but now contained hundreds of restless students. The theater erupted with voices, moments ago everyone captivated by swinging actors and heavenly voices echoing to the rooftops of the highest skyscraper.
“I’m going to get some water,” Erin said with a smile as she squeezed Julia’s hand just once before letting go. She didn’t even realize that she still touched that softness until Erin released her.
Julia sat there, taking it all in. She couldn’t remember the last time something made her so excited. She knew it would be the last year the longest running production in Broadway history would bless that stage, and yet she waited until a field trip fell in her lap to take the leap.
Why had it taken her so long to come back? She didn’t need a school field trip to drive to the city. She’d gone to Bali, Ireland, England, and so many other far away places for less of a reason. This would’ve been a brisk walk. Yet, she made the conscious decision not to. Unless it was work related, she needed the kick of a bronco to actually do anything remotely good for herself.
She stood–the vibration from the symphony of chaos surrounding her in an oddly comforting embrace–contemplating all the time she lost, wishing desperately that she had a machine to go back and change her own mind. If she did have a time machine, that wouldn’t be all she’d change. She’d go back and do so much differently.
She’d go to those stupid late-night Thursday concerts at the Proctors Theater–the ones that she always talked herself out of with the excuse of work the next day on the tip of her tongue. She’d take that art class, the one all about painting, at the local community college instead of saying she didn’t have enough time to fit it into her schedule. She’d say yes when asked to go to coffee by the beautiful woman with the golden-brown eyes that used to race her on the treadmill at the gym. She’d go back to see a Broadway show before decades of time passed.
Her gaze scrolled over the empty seats before her, students still standing and waiting for their turn to exit the room. She looked to her left where an elderly couple leaned towards each other, his mouth near her ear as he said something that made her laugh. He held a purple handkerchief to his mouth, ogling at her smile. Is that what growing old together should have looked like? Is that the same twinkle in his eye what disappeared from their lives?
A regal duo sat in the seat directly in front of them. The man wore a tuxedo, the type only seen in James Bond movies. His trophy wife with platinum blonde hair framing her square face stood as she fanned her chest. She wore a dark purple fitted gown that reached out to her feet in a peacock fan. It was far too elegant for the crowd they were surrounded by–exhausted teenagers with ripped jeans and baggy sweatshirts–but somehow, Julia found herself thinking that it was just who they were.
Just as she began to stand–her seat flipping up behind her with an obnoxious thud–she caught sight of a woman sitting in the seat closest to the aisle in the first row. Her hair laid in straight warm tones over the back. She wore what looked like a tan pantsuit, the neckline folded down at her sharp collar bone. Her lipstick was a stark red, pulling the attention of anyone in eyesight. She was elegant, completely unbothered by the ruckus surrounding her.
Next to her was a woman of tall stature, towering a few inches above her, even in their seated position. Her black hair was shoulder length and pin straight. They leaned towards each other and laughed as if no one else in the world told jokes like the other, as if no one else existed.
It wasn’t until that woman looked back, piercing blue eyes cutting through the crowdless theater, that Julia realized just how bright those red tones were. The laugh she released still reverberated through the muffled child-like chatter of the audience seated. That laugh, that raspy song, sent visions of winter nights watching Christmas movies with marshmallow topped hot chocolates fluttering through her mind.
Marin.



Chapter Sixteen
Julia’s eyes went wide at the impossible, her knees buckling under her weight as her skin filled with concrete putty. She fell hard into the back of her seat.
What unfolded before was a distant dream, like having a poster of the moon on the wall above your bed because you want to be an astronaut, knowing damn well you’re afraid of heights.
She can’t be here. Out of all the places in the world? Out of all the theaters in New York State? Today, of all the days? No, not right here. Panic flooded every cell in her body and she felt her bloodstream restricting with the fight-or-flight response that overtook every muscle.
Marin stared back at her, their gaze lasting even milliseconds too long. Her aquamarine eyes reflected the stage lights on the balcony above, glisteningly widely at the center of long fluttering lashes. Julia fell backwards back into her seat.
She was just as beautiful as Julia remembered. Her hair was shorter now, landing just at her shoulder blade when she tossed it just moments ago. She looked thinner, and Julia had to squash out the concern of whether or not she was eating right, whether or not she was being taken care of. Conversations flooded her mind of explaining that two coffees in the morning and a cup of tea at night, a meal did not make.
Marin placed her hand on the back of the seat of her companion, her eyes narrowing as if they deceived her, as if Julia was a figment of her imagination, as if one little blink could erase her existence. But it wasn’t a dream. God, Julia wished it was, but it wasn’t, and there she was.
Oh, no. No, no, no, no, no, no.
She didn’t want to be even more obvious, but she stood anyway, desperate to be as far away from this situation as she could get. The chair flipped closed behind her, the bottom thundering against the back, matching the stomping of her heartbeat.
She did her best not to cause a scene, not to move too fast or draw the attention of wandering eyes. She slid past the few students that were still left in the row, walking steadily up the aisle, never looking back. She was simply getting a bottle of water, that was all.
That is when she heard it. That voice cocooned around her like the last standing shelter in a hundred-year storm. “Jules?”
Marin called to her from the bottom row, that sound so familiar and distant at the same time. It was breathy–the voice of a runner who just finished a marathon–excited and in inexplicable awe at the same time, but what was that underneath it? That tremor that shattered the last note?
Julia was already at the door leading to where concessions were served. She knew she shouldn’t have–she tried not to, that voice in her head screaming no, no don’t do it–but she looked back anyway. The entire room spun into a million kaleidoscope hues.
Marin stood at the end of the row, one hand placed firmly on the back of her chair as if she needed its support. Her pale face was taunt, her eyes creased with worry. Her expression was full of remorse, full of something else entirely that Julia just couldn’t place.
Julia couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t for the life of her figure out how air was supposed to travel from the outside world, to her nostrils, into her lungs to circulate within her body, and then back out again. Do you know how hard it is to make something nonvoluntary, voluntary? The burning in your chest when the pressure becomes too much?
She walked past students huddled in groups gossiping about who held whose hand, past those in the concessions line waiting for soda or water. Erin stood at the end of the line, supervising students and grinning at their conversation. Julia blew past her without a second glance, heading straight for the doors leading to the sidewalk in front.
Air. I just need air.
Just as her left hand reached for the bronze plated door latch, the coldness stinging her aching flesh, she heard dozens of her students’ voices erupt all at once in shouts of laughter and surprise.
“Mrs. Jenner!”
“Mrs. Jenner! No way!”
“You’re here!”
Not knowing how to breathe didn’t describe the feeling. It was cancer, starting in the cell and taking down anything in its path until it’s the last thing standing. It was the feeling of drowning. The feeling of fear sinking so much into your consciousness that you know you can’t breathe, can’t open your mouth gasping for the very air that could save you, because you’ll only take on water. It gets to a point when the unconsciousness takes everything over; when the chemical need to breathe becomes so great that you take in the water. You welcome the water.
It was more than the fact that she couldn’t breathe; it was that she, in that very moment, didn’t know how to be. As if everything she had ever been told or shown before was a lie. The feeling of finding out that the Earth really isn’t round. The scientists and geniuses lied. It’s flat–it always has been–and Julia had just been thrown over the edge, falling towards certain death where her feelings will finally splatter around her in an indistinguishable red sunset.
She let the door slam behind her as she rushed to the concrete covered wall to her side. Cold air wrapped her all around, a noose to her already tight throat. She leaned against the building, tilting forward to grip her trembling knees.
She didn’t cry, didn’t scream. She stood there leaning over the cracked sidewalk gasping as if she spent the last hour under water, as if her lungs grew legs and walked from her chest.
She tried everything. She counted to ten. She listed everything she could see, hear, and taste just like she told any overwhelmed child she had to coax out of a corner. She told herself to breathe in through her nose and out through her mouth, but nothing, absolutely nothing, would slow her steadily rising heart rate.
Nothing seemed to stop the feeling that this was it for her. This was the world’s last final aha before putting her out of her misery. Eventually, she would run out of gasps and fall to her knees right there on Broadway. She would die while clouded minds rushed past–the sound a falling tree makes in a forest when there’s no one to hear it.
Inside were her students, the ones she would lay her life on the line for. Inside was her everything. Wait, is Marin still everything? And there it all was, piling up so high it was sure to be the death of her. Her last breath would be outside the very play that made her life make sense. What was that called? Poetic irony?
Then Erin appeared in front of her, arms stretched wide, with eyes opened so vastly they looked like moons to Julia’s blurry vision. Her hair was disheveled, curls tangled into each other and sticking straight up on the top of her head. Her breath exhaled in puffs of smoky clouds above her, as if she ran around the entire block before finding Julia there.
“Oh,” she sighed, placing her hand on her stomach in relief, “there you are.”
Erin studied Julia for a moment. She didn’t do that head tilting thing when she was deep in thought. Instead, her jaw slacked, eyebrows furrowed, as pain clouded her expression and her chest heaved visibly.
Julia still leaned against the building, now with her hands crossed above her head as she still fought for air that just wouldn’t come.
“Okay, okay, okay.” Erin rushed to her side, hands outstretched and desperate to help. “What can I do?”
“I,” Julia huffed, but it was hard to get just a syllable out.
Her chest felt like fire. No, not fire. It was lava–an erupting volcano burning through her body and leaving nothing but rock in its place after the destruction.
Her body rose in sudden motions, more than it ever had before. Her heart thumped so quickly that she was sure she was having a heart attack, the very muscles keeping her body whole pulling apart at the seams. Erin stood there and just stared at her for a moment, those emerald eyes widely agitated.
“Julia, you’re having a panic attack.”
Erin pulled Julia’s hands from above her head and placed them on her chest. The words didn’t sink in. Touch didn’t sink in. Everything felt like tapping on glass, invisible to the eye even though your senses are telling you something is there.
“Jules, do you feel my breathing?”
Julia nodded to her question, her hands held firmly against Erin’s breasts. Erin’s chest rose and fell, still too fast for a normal heartbeat, but significantly slower than hers.
“Good,” Erin said with a soothing nod, and Julia tried to look away. “No, no, no.” Erin’s warm hand pulled her face back up to eye level. “Look at me. Don’t look at the ground or the sky or anything else. Look at me,” she begged, her voice shaking under the pressure.
Erin breathed in deeply through her nose and out through her mouth, never letting Julia’s hand go from her chest, but it burned.
At first, she couldn’t. Julia’s brain couldn’t make the connection that she didn’t need her mouth agape and gasping to be able to exchange oxygen. Yet, she couldn’t take her eyes off of the woman that stood before her, the woman who dropped everything to attempt a futile rescue, the woman who jumped into an already sinking boat just to try to pull her out.
“I know you feel like you can’t breathe. I know everything seems like it is crashing down over you,” Erin kept her hand firmly over Julia’s, her pulse felt through fingertips, “but you can do this.”
She pressed Julia’s hand harder into her chest as it swelled and dipped with every breath. Erin did it again and again as minutes passed. She did it again and again until Julia could close her lips, breathe without having her mouth wide open. Until Julia didn’t visibly shake before her.
She didn’t even realize when it happened; all she knew was that at some point, she wasn’t sure where the heave of Erin’s chest started and hers ended. She let her hand drop to her side, her arm and body exhausted from the battle it had just won.
Erin took another step towards Julia; she surrendered, resting her head on her shoulder. Erin wrapped her arms around her, grazing her knuckles on the concrete walls behind them as she sunk her face into Julia’s damp blonde hair.
Julia still didn’t cry. It was like she had a certain number of tickets, like she had a certain amount of times she was allowed to submit to the sorrow–a ration given all at once to carefully hold–but she already spent her allowance. Instead, she kept her head knelt on Erin’s shoulder as she breathed deeply, matching every rise and fall of the chest she was pressed against.
“Marin,” Julia gasped, her voice alien to her plugged ears.
She’s not here. She can’t be here.
“I know,” Erin’s voice broke, overfull with sympathy and… and?
“Here?” Julia asked herself, her voice still a panic gasp she fought to push down. “Of all the places? Here? She had to be here, seeing this very show? Today? Why? Why? Why!”
Erin pulled away and looked as if she was admiring her for a moment. Julia was still whole–Erin pieced her together–no matter how broken she felt. Erin watched as a tear escaped the fortress Julia built, trickling silently down her face and clinging to her chin for dear life. Erin wiped it off her flushed skin, leaving a river shaped line in its wake.
Maybe she hadn’t spent all her tickets yet.
Julia rested her head back on Erin’s shoulder again–the warmth radiating from her body as soothing as the weightlessness of floating in the ocean–barely able to tell her knees to not collapse beneath her weight. Erin just sighed into her hair, at a complete loss for words.
What do you tell someone who is crumbling in front of you? What can you say that will fill the cracks forming before your very eyes? Is there enough duct tape in the entire world to put together such a shattered form?
“It doesn’t matter where she is,” Erin whispered, her breath a single ray of sunshine on even the darkest nights. “Whether it is here or thousands of miles away, because you are still you. You are okay, even if you don’t think so right now. You are strong. You can walk back in there and watch the show. You can do this. You are so much stronger than you think, Jules.”
“I never thought I’d see her again,” she confessed, her breath still ragged and tangled within the weight of her chest. “She walked out of the door and I never saw her again.”
“You never talked after that?” Erin asked, stepping just slightly away. She leaned against the building to break the wind that beat Julia’s face.
There was so much she didn’t know, didn’t understand. It wasn’t her fault. She could only reach so far with the yardstick forced between them. She could only fill in so many of the pieces that Julia hid in her pocket.
“Never.” Julia rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand. “I thought she would. I thought she would call or at least show up for her things,” she paused, looking at busy walkers rush past on the sidewalk, completely oblivious to anyone other than the time on their watches, “but she didn’t.”
“That sounds like a really shitty thing to do to someone.”
She held out her hand and Julia took it, for the first time not caring who saw. She wished she could melt into every inch of skin that covered Erin’s body, soaking up every syllable that floated from her lips.
“It was,” she said with a nod, just realizing that while her chest still heaved, her breath was close to normal.
“She never deserved you,” Erin said softly. She didn’t allow Julia the time to overthink the comment. “So, what now?” Erin looked around at the snow-covered trees and nosey passersby. “Do we stand out here for the rest of the show?” Julia laughed, but Erin’s jaw was set, her eyes steady. “Because I will. If you can’t go back in there, we will sit on that bench right over there and freeze our asses off until the final curtain.”
Julia looked over at the slick bench twenty paces away. It was glossed over from neglect, icicles forming like daggers beneath. Dirt covered snow traced the sidewalk and covered the crevices of each building along the narrow street. Gum wrappers and paper coffee cups littered the corners.
“No,” Julia laughed. Oh, she needed that laugh.
“I’m serious.” Erin turned towards her, warm hands cupped around her cheeks. “If you can’t go back in there, we will stay right here. I will stay with you right here.”
“I know you would.” Julia placed her hand on top of Erin’s and then let it go with a sigh. “I’ll be okay. I can do this.”
She pushed herself off the side of the building. She refused to admit she was lightheaded from the whole ordeal–her head spinning as red stars clouded her perception of anything solid before her. Instead of waiting like she should have, she gripped the wall and turned the corner to walk back in like the hard-headed woman she was.
Erin strategically placed a hand hovering just an inch behind her back, there in case she needed her. They walked back in as the crowd around Marin dwindled. Students slowly returned to their seats with excitement of the next act. Faculty began to usher the stragglers back towards the theater as the lights dimmed with warning.
“Dr. Jenner!” a 12th grader yelled from the base of the stairs next to Marin, his hands raised high in the air. “You didn’t tell us Mrs. Jenner was coming!”
“Oh,” Julia said, smiling with all the composure she could muster in those few seconds, tears stinging the back of her eyelids, “it was a surprise, Dennis!”
“This is great!” He beamed, too aware that the last time he saw her was at his sophomore winter formal, too aware of her absence.
These were students they watched grow up in elementary and middle school, now just months away from taking on the world themselves. These were the students they held crying as toddlers and then took pictures with at prom.
“Dennis, why don’t you come with me to sit down?” Erin asked him. “I don’t remember where my row is.”
“Absolutely, Ms. Calanis,” he said as they made their way back to the theater. “I think I’m a couple seats behind you!” Erin looked back just briefly to catch Julia’s eyes, just to make sure she was okay.
As the last of the students piled into the aisles leading to their seats, an employee closed the large golden doors to the entryway. There was no one left–no noise, no distractions from the inevitable interaction.
There she was, just as beautiful as the day she left. Julia placed a hand over her chest, silently reminding herself to breathe so she wouldn’t lose the thumping completely.
She’d thought about the day this would happen. She drew it out in her mind, replayed every possible thing she would say until the very seconds were burned into her memory, but it was nothing like what she imagined.
A million options crashed into her head, kaleidoscoping through her all at once. She could shout at her, curse her for leaving without looking back. She could cry and then maybe, just maybe, Marin would wrap her long arms around her and she’d fall back into that spicy embrace. She could walk right up to her, looking up into those sparkling cobalt eyes and kiss her–really kiss her with a desperate longing–and hope she could feel all that she let go.
Or she could do nothing. She could go back to her seat and say nothing, pretend it never happened at all. That would be the right thing to do, right, to leave Marin standing there while she walked away. Wouldn’t that be an appropriate punishment? Wouldn’t that exhibit just a tidbit of justice for what she did to her?
Marin spoke first, slowly stepping toward Julia as she lowered her voice. “How are you?”
She reached out and touched Julia’s arm–long, thin fingers tickling the goosebumps plaguing her flesh. Julia looked down at it. Her touch was an invasive species, so foreign, as if it never belonged there in the first place.
“How am I?” she repeated the words quietly as she brought her gaze to eye level. “How am I? That’s what you have to ask me?”
Marin pulled her hand back, her pale forehead wrinkling as her eyebrows rose in surprise.
“Yes,” she said, nodding sincerely. “I want to know how you are doing, if you’re okay.”
Julia didn’t speak for a moment. She didn’t know what to say, didn’t know how to think with Marin’s soft gaze on her. She was angry. No. She was sad. No. Actually, she didn’t feel a thing. She was covered in a veil of Novocaine that she wished would drown her cells into a blissfully unknown state.
“You,” Julia paused, her voice barely an audible murmur, trying so hard to be louder than the pulsing heartbeat engulfing her body, “you don’t get to ask me that anymore.”
Then Julia did what she never thought she’d have the courage to do. She walked away, her chest bright red and throbbing beneath her shirt. She nodded kindly at the young man holding the door to the theater open for her, his eyes shooting down to the ground to pretend he didn’t witness any of that intense interaction.
Julia heard Marin’s heels walk towards her as the door quietly closed. The click-clack echoed off the extravagant walls and repeated in her head even after the egress closed.
Quiet.
She squeezed her eyes closed as the lights on the stage flickered–props adjusted in darkness–and then the orchestra boomed, releasing all of the nerves in her body into a swarm.
One deep breath, that was all she’d allow herself. One deep breath and she’d get it together.
She walked briskly down the aisle and caught Erin’s eyes–not looking at the wonderful excitement flowing over the stage as the lights turned back on–searching over her shoulder at the crowd of seats. She was looking for Julia. It never took long for those twinkling eyes to find her.
Julia excused herself to the three boys she had to step in front of to get to her seat. She pulled her jacket from her chair and laid it over her lap as she sat. She didn’t slouch. She didn’t try to sink as low as she felt at that moment; she’d disappear into the boiler in the basement if she did. Instead, she rolled her shoulders back and poised all of her attention onto the stage.
She could still see Erin’s eyes refracting flickering blue and yellow lights, looking at her from the corner of her own. How long could they sit like that,pretending to not notice the other staring while focusing on nothing else?
Minutes passed and her expression just grew more concerned. She leaned towards Julia, her mouth just inches from her ear, but she didn’t speak. She began to pull away but stopped as if she changed her mind.
“Are you okay?” she asked at last.
Julia turned towards her, their faces just a breath span apart. She wanted to lean her forehead on Erin’s. She wanted to rest her weary eyes and sink so far into the deepness of nothing that she couldn’t find her way out.
Julia didn’t say anything as she raised her hand and so tenderly rested it on hers, which was still clutching the jacket in her lap like it was the last buoy holding her afloat. She turned her attention back to the stage, patting Erin’s hand twice before releasing it.
“I’m fine,” she said in her most convincing voice, a flat line void of any of the emotions that erupted within her. “Here’s one of my favorite parts.”
Marin didn’t follow her out right away. The woman who sat next to her kept looking, searching in the dark for that glimpse of red. When she did walk back, purposefully never looking back at the rows of people behind her, she was impossible to not see.
They sat in silence as the last half of the play revealed itself before them. Students jumped at some parts and laughed at others. Erin didn’t say anything else, didn’t try to comfort her with words or touch. She just sat, her face never leaving the man with half a white mask or the girl in the flowing white gown, even though her eyes could see Julia in every frame.
Julia waited so long to be in that seat, to see that very production one last time. Yet, she couldn’t focus on anything other than the way the light glimmered off Marin’s carnelian hair. She couldn’t help but catch every head turn, every movement as if that spotlight was locked on her and not the stage.
Julia didn’t realize the ending arrived until hundreds of people rose to their feet in applause. Erin turned her head towards Julia, waiting. She stood and clapped, completely numb, waiting for the chaos to die down.
All of the chaperones had instructions to wait until the theater cleared out before conjoining in the lobby. They’d need a final headcount before trekking back to the bus, but all she could think about was the need to be far away.
Instead of making her usual loud reminder to those around her, she was quiet. With the swift motion of a hand, she motioned that students could begin leaving their aisles. Everyone followed the cue, boys and girls giggling as they mimicked the trademark instrumental notes from the play in prepubestic melodies carrying no tune.
Once back in the lobby of the theater, she found the rest of her students huddled into their respective groups. Keegan was standing next to Jonathan, reminiscing about how when the chandelier crashed down onto the stage, so many students around them jumped.
“Julia! Erin!” Keegan smiled, waving them over. Her eyes were full of concern, but she hid it well. “Wasn’t that just the greatest thing? The chandelier swinging above us before it fell to the stage?”
“Brilliant!” Jonathan agreed.
They were more excited than most of the students, once again glued to their phones–their fingers itching from not being able to check their texts for the last hour.
“It was exactly as I remember,” Julia said, but her voice was a weak impersonation of herself, a weak impersonation of the part of her that dug out of the depths after meeting Erin.
“Seems like the weather is picking up out there,” Keegan said, adjusting one of the gold drapes aside to inspect the outdoors.
White snow flurries beat against the window as blobs of people rushed past, fighting the wind and losing as they continued to stumble. Keegan held the curtain open. The cold air felt in its surrounding space, but her eyes were locked on Julia. They squinted as if trying to pull back the microscopic layers of composure she skillfully piled up.
“Let’s get everyone on the buses before it gets too late,” Julia said quietly, almost distantly, while motioning students to come closer. She looked behind her at the staircase wrapped in gold and red carpet. She took a few steps up as everyone gathered around. “Your group leaders are going to take attendance, and then we’re going to move to the buses. It’s snowing and windy outside, so bundle up!” And then she clarified, “that means actually putting on your jackets.”



Chapter Seventeen
Students began throwing on coats and scarves over their sweatshirts. The sound of zippers and mumbles echoed through the bronze wrapped vaulted ceiling. Julia zipped her own, wrapping her white scarf tighter around her neck.
Every student was accounted for and in groups they began to filter out of the building. Julia waited towards the back with her own, visually sweeping through the lobby for any lost stragglers or personal items.
Erin stood on the other side of the room, checking in with each chaperone as they left. Julia didn’t even have to ask her. She always stepped up, always tethering Julia to Earth.
As the last group left the room, it was just Erin and her. She began her way back to Julia, walking quickly but not avoiding eye contact–an open letter to express that she saw her, saw what was underneath.
“Are you ready to go?” Erin asked, one hand placed gently on her lower back. It was such a simple touch, but it wrapped her in such a wave of relief.
“Absolutely,” Julia responded, her voice serene and cool.
She picked her bag off the floor where she rested it moments ago. Erin touched base with each of their students, making sure no one was missing a backpack or phone. They began to disperse–the last of the pack, a final calm moment to say goodbye.
Just as Julia placed her hand on the door, holding it open as Erin and a student walked past, she heard that voice again. Marin stood in the doorway of the theater. Her suit jacket hung from her left hand, dragging on the ground as she slowly approached. Her eyes were puffy and pink.
“Jules,” she begged, almost as if asking her to stay, almost as if her heart wasn’t made of the same ice that outlined her eyes.
Julia shouldn’t have, but she looked back at her. She caught those aqua pools contrasting the stark gold around them. Oh, how easy it would be to fall into her again.
She waited for the day to come. Not the play, not being in the city again, but the moment when Marin would stand before her. She held onto those damn divorce papers for so long, hopelessly thinking it would bring her back, even if only to fight for that signature.
She wanted so badly for so long just to hear her say her name like that again. She imagined what she’d say. She thought about all the ways she’d convince her that she was enough–convince her that she would change, that she could change.
She closed her eyes and pictured how she’d wrap her arms around her and then finally, finally, Marin would realize how big of a mistake she made. Finally, Marin would realize that this, this is a once in a lifetime love.
Now that she stood before her, even in that unprecedented situation, she didn’t want any of it. That hope she clung to like a last dying breath–the hope that held her up while at the same time slowly disintegrating pieces of her into dust–was gone. She was weighed down by regret. Her bones felt hollow, but at the same time made of osmium–the intense weight tearing apart her joints as she hesitated every strained choice.
A voice echoed from the walkway behind Marin. The woman who sat beside her, who shared stolen laughs and smiles with her, approached her from behind.
“Mar,” she called with a smile, “there you are.”
Marin didn’t turn around. Her eyes were locked on Julia as if she forgot she truly existed until seeing her in the flesh. Isn’t it funny how only after you experience the absence of something–a car without air conditioning in a New York summer, the ruckus of children after they leave for college–that you realize the importance of it? Isn’t it funny how it always takes us until the moment it’s too late until it sinks in?
Julia’s breath quickened as a tear escaped and rolled down her cheek. Of course she had someone else already. She watched as that tear fell before her and shattered like broken glass on the tile below. She looked up at Erin who stood at the other door ten feet away.
She had to make a choice.
One, two…
It would just take one word.
Three, four…
She could try to get it all back. Everything could be okay again. She could have everything again.
Five.
But it wouldn’t be the same, and there was Erin.
She lifted her hand from the latch on the handle and allowed the door to close behind her. The latch clicked into place and instead of shutting anything else out, she felt like a world of pain was exploding within her pores. Erin opened the other door that she was holding and they both braved the cold winter air.
Have you ever wanted something so badly, so incredibly much that you’d lay everything on the line for it? It sits in the back of your mind at every moment. It haunts your dreams, telling you it could never come true. It’s always there, always just out of reach.
But then? Then something magical happens and you get that one thing you dreamed so long for, but everything doesn’t fall into place like the pieces of a puzzle. It turns out nothing fits together at all. Instead, you’re standing there like a fool because the dream you held in your head could never match the reality given. Because it was never really what you wanted in the first place.
“Let’s go!” Julia smiled at her group, just noticing Jonathan held his students behind too.
He wrapped his jacket tighter around himself, shivering in the relentless wind, as he turned and started walking. He took the lead and students filed in line just as they had while walking the halls in kindergarten.
Julia quickened her pace, which landed her in the middle of the bustle. She didn’t want to talk, didn’t want to be asked if she was okay. She didn’t want Erin’s eyes to go small with worry and curiosity for the thoughts that flooded her mind. She wouldn’t know what to tell her when they did.
The weather slowed, but just a bit–a swirl of flurries floating like dust above their heads. The wind gently tossed ripples of snow across the road as taxis sped by. The iciness of the air pinched their skin. The sun threatened to peek through a gloomy blue sky, small glistening snowflakes escaping between clouds.
Two students in front of Julia laughed while flipping through selfies taken while the phantom sang on stage. Behind her, she overheard two more ratings of how ‘hot’ the main actress was in that sheer gown.
She turned around, walking backwards as she flashed them a look of disapproval. They instantly blushed, focusing their attention on the concrete beneath the rock salt instead of her glowering eyes.
Julia grazed over the rest of the students, making sure everyone was still together, still accounted for. She watched Erin talk to a student in the back, her hands moving a mile a minute as her smile broke into a laugh. She was about to turn back towards the front when she heard a rough man’s voice shout.
“Hey bay-bee!”
He stood from where he was resting against a building to their right, a lit cigarette half smoked in his hand. He stepped towards Erin as she ushered the students to continue walking. They plowed on, unconcerned about anything other than their own being.
She kept her sight straight ahead, ignoring him like Julia had told her to do. Until he reached out and grabbed her.
“Hey! I was talking to you!”
The students didn’t notice she wasn’t there anymore. Julia stopped dead in her tracks, everyone passing by in a blur with phones in their hands, distracted by the loud chatter. She watched it unfold before her.
He gripped her arm tightly, twisting her into him. No. His footsteps swayed slightly with his drunk demeanor. No. Erin’s face was blank, but even at that distance, Julia could see the tremor in her hands. No!
“Remove your hand–” Erin began, but it seemed like his grip just tightened. Her voice was stern but her jaw slacked, eyes widened with fear.
“When a nice man says hello,” he began, but Julia was already there.
“You will remove that hand from her person right now.” Julia was stone, her eyes glossed over in fury as her hands twitched at her sides.
He stared back at her eye level, not releasing his grip, but his glare flickered. It was almost as if he wanted to see what she would do. Luckily, those two months of defense classes she and Keegan took were finally going to pay off.
Julia grabbed his free arm and jerked him so hard he gasped. If she twisted it just a little more, she could’ve dislodged his shoulder. If there wasn’t a chance of one of her students seeing, she would’ve and then decked him square in the face, just on principle.
She took a step closer towards him, positioning her body to be a shield, to take a bullet if needed. She took Erin’s arm and pulled it from his grasp. She hid Erin’s body behind hers, a fortress that would not be broken.
“You’re a sorry excuse for a human being,” Julia spat as she took Erin by one hand, the other pressed firmly to her back, rushing her back to the group of students still walking.
Julia wanted to say more to him. She wanted to scream in his smug face while lighting his clothes on fire–an entire eruption of all the frustration locked inside. She wanted him to understand that women are not things, that he can’t just go around and grab people because they don’t want to pay him any mind. Not Erin. Not her.
Julia kept her hand pressed firmly against her back as she walked faster. He shouted to their backs, huffing before falling back against his wall–the sound of his crinkling coat like nails on a chalkboard.
They were almost to the students, but she didn’t slow down. She wanted Erin to be as far away as she could get. It surprised her when Erin slowed down, pressing against the force she held on her back. Julia could feel her pulse quicken beneath her hands.
Erin pulled her towards one side of the sidewalk–not able to rush anymore, not able to force her shaking legs to go any further–dropping her arms to her knees as she leaned on them for support.
“What can I do?” Julia asked, kneeling on the cold concrete to look up at her with empty arms she couldn’t settle.
“T-that,” Erin stuttered. “That, that was so–” She stood and ran her hands through her natural curls–always the same hand, always the same way–her sweaty palms sticking as she pulled her fingers out.
“I know, I’m sorry.” Julia’s voice was one long panicked strain. “I should have gotten to you sooner. I shouldn’t have been so far away. I’m so sorry I wasn’t there.”
She reached a hand out and touched Erin’s upper arm, rubbing it softly in an automatic rhythm that she fell into as familiar as the hairbrush you put to your scalp each morning.
“Did he hurt you? Do you need to see a doctor? Should I call the police? What do you want me to d–”
Erin cut her off. “No, it’s what could have happened that scares me the most.” Her voice shook in the quietest, most child-like way. Her shaking hands vibrated against the sides of her hips. “If you hadn’t seen me–”
“That would never have happened.” Julia looked right into her eyes. “I always see you.”
“If you didn’t look back at that very moment, if no one noticed I fell behind,” she paused, swallowing audibly as she lifted one hand to her chest just to make sure she could feel the thud.
“I would have noticed,” Julia’s voice was almost a plea. “If you weren’t there, I would have noticed.” I always notice.
If she was focused, she would’ve been walking right next to Erin, and that man would have never gotten that close. She could’ve protected her from every thought that now flooded her mind, every nightmare that currently looped in her head. She could’ve protected her. Protect her. She never wanted to be farther than a breath span apart.
They stood there as the wind whipped against them. The clouds overtook the sun and more wisps of matter danced in the sky. Julia became too aware of how far the students traveled during their detour.
“Come on.” Julia motioned towards where the students were. “I promise I won’t leave your side.” Never. She wanted to say if she could, if she had the chance, she’d never leave her.
They didn’t say anything else while they walked closer to the group, arms silently touching, even in their haste. She didn’t ask Erin if she was okay; she knew she wasn’t. Her green eyes weren’t shining jade pearls anymore. They were an empty landscape, void of everything other than the absent-minded wind rustling the grass blades.
They were mute while they loaded the students on, counting each bus one last time. In utter silence, the doors closed, and the lights turned off overhead, casting them in dusk covered darkness. They didn’t say anything when they stopped for dinner, or when they boarded the buses again.
When they arrived at the school and the last of the students were picked up by exhausted, eager parents, they only smiled weakly before walking towards their own cars. As Julia approached her car, she stopped and leaned her head against the roof.
She wanted to go after Erin. She wanted to hold her until everything was okay again. She wanted to keep her promise, that if she just stood by her side, nothing would go wrong. She wanted to apologize again. Not just for leaving her towards the back as they walked, but for everything else. For pushing her away. For running away. For making her feel like she was the only one with wavering thoughts.
For Marin.
For what Marin did to her. For how broken she was. For not realizing sooner that only the electricity felt through her fingertips can ground her, that nothing else came closer to that feeling of home. For everything. She wished sorry could seep through her skin and crash onto concrete like a hailstorm.



Chapter Eighteen
Julia wrapped her jacket tighter around her waist as she fought the midnight wind. It was a losing battle, like picking up dominos as a child plows through them with a little toy Tonka truck. It pushed her closer towards her car, blocking the street light as she fumbled through her purse for her keys.
“On second thought,” Erin’s quivering voice called between the expansive distance. She wrapped her long black jacket tighter around her thin frame as she turned to face Julia. “Can I come to your house and get some work done? I really don’t feel like going back to my apartment just yet.”
Julia checked her watch: it was well after midnight. She didn’t have a single thought in her body that could convince her she could do any work at that point. She wanted to fall into her bed, disappear between layers of sheets as she prayed for sleep to come. She wanted silence and wine, anything to push Marin’s memory out of her mind.
The streetlight dressed them in the dusty haze of night. The parking lot was empty–nothing but gusts of orphaned snow swirling across faded white lines. Julia’s chest warmed in spite of the chilliness that wrapped around her.
“I have no motivation left in me for work tonight,” Julia sighed, watching as disappointment flashed across Erin’s eyes, “but I’d love for you to come over. Are you hungry?”
“No.” Erin shook her head with the force of a blender.
“I think you should eat something,” she suggested quietly, knowing that she had to physically remind her to eat even when they were sharing the same space, knowing that her needs were always second on her list.
“I’ll pick something up on the way.” She smiled, that little glimmer of peace. “There’s a little Chinese restaurant that’s open until 2 a.m. not far from here.”
Julia was the tundra–frozen over in billions of years of failed evolution–as that single suggestion sunk into her, piling onto the layers of the day. The restaurant beneath their first apartment.
She thought a page officially turned, a painful lesson learned. It was a hill she finally had the energy to climb–a battle she faced and came out unscathed on the other side–but now that panic arose in the back of her throat and it burned like vomit threatening to rise within her.
Until that day–that day that she should’ve hidden beneath pounds of comforter feathers instead of venturing outside–she hadn’t thought of Marin in weeks. But now? There she was at every turn. Every thought. Every dream. Every nightmare. Everything she ran from. Everything she ran towards. Everything in between, and it felt like eons of pressure shattering her being until it disappeared like dust.
“That sounds delicious,” Julia lied, but Erin narrowed her eyes just slightly, as if she saw something else. How could she see so much?
Julia pushed away the sinking feeling within her stomach, just like she had thousands of times before. She smiled softly as she fished for the keys in her purse.
“I can pick it up and meet you back at your house,” Erin suggested. “I usually get shrimp lo mein. Do you know what you might want?”
“The same would be great. Here,” Julia began to rustle through her bag for money when Erin reached out and stopped her.
“Don’t you dare,” she grinned, “this one’s on me.”
“Okay,” Julia said with a nod, “but I’ll supply the wine.”
“No arguments here.” Erin walked backwards towards her car, the wind throwing her curls in front of her face in such a way that Julia wished she had a Polaroid camera.
Once home, she pulled a bottle of wine from the cooler. Slowly she twisted the cork and set two glasses on the granite beside it, the clinking slightly humming in her ears. She turned down the hallway to the bedroom, no longer noticing how bare the walls looked anymore.
She slid off her suit jacket and folded it neatly on the edge of her bed, leaving just her thin white blouse tucked into her jeans. In the bathroom, she stopped in front of the mirror with a sigh–hands pressing into the vanity so hard it could bore holes.
She was tired, sunken shadows highlighting her eyes in a halo of bruised yellow. She picked up her concealer and patted beneath those swirling pools of green and gold, wishing there was a serum that could erase the weight of years past.
Reaching behind her, she unclipped her hair and it fell in messy golden streams over her shoulders. She kept it up so much, sometimes she forgot how long it had grown.
Unconsciously, she found herself straightening her shirt, patting down stray hairs as she checked her teeth for any remains of the salad she scoffed down for lunch. She pulled out her perfume–a light scent of floral amber that merged with her natural tones for a subtle embrace–and spritzed it twice in front of her.
Once she noticed what she was doing–the amount of effort she was putting into herself at almost one o’clock in the morning–she pulled her hands to her face. She shouldn’t care what she looked like, shouldn’t worry about what Erin might think. Not after an entire day bouncing around on a bus and chasing after teenagers in one of the largest cities in the country. Not after just seeing her ex-wife after so long. But she did, no matter how hard she tried to fight it.
With a sigh, she made her way back to the living room. Erin would arrive any minute, and she didn’t want an extra minute to overthink. Especially not the fact that this would be the first time in weeks that they’d be alone outside of work, alone in Julia’s house, of all places.
She picked up the remote to the fireplace beneath the television, turning it on to provide just a little bit more warmth as the temperatures continued to drop under the moon’s blinding magnificence. She grabbed her briefcase from the entryway and laid it on the couch as she pushed the coffee table to the side.
The doorbell chimed through the house and Julia jumped, its sound still so foreign as it ticked off the walls in a traveling rumble. When she opened the front door, she was greeted by Erin’s wind bitten cheeks.
Her work bag was in one hand and a plastic bag with a yellow smiley face was in her other. Julia didn’t realize it, but she puffed a little sigh of relief.
“Hey,” Julia said smiling as she stepped aside so Erin could come out of the cold.
“Hey, long time no see.” Erin walked past and slid off her shoes in the entryway as Julia took the bag.
“Wine?” Julia asked, walking to the kitchen with the food.
“I’ll never say no to wine.” Erin walked over to the island and leaned over it just slightly. “And if I ever do, you should be worried.”
She took off her blazer and her sheer white tank top barely covered her shoulders, or anything else, for that matter. Julia had to tell herself to look away, to not trace the sharp angles of her collarbone as she mapped out the hem on her physique.
“Noted.” Julia handed Erin her glass and then held hers up to it. “Thank you for suggesting this.”
“My pleasure.” Erin smiled as their glasses clinked together. It was the first time she smiled in hours. “I thought you liked red?”
“I do,” Julia raised the glass to her lips, but then she paused, “but I know you like white.”
They both took a sip, their eyes never leaving the other. They stood separated by the island, their smiles hovering between the two of them like strung balloons.
There was that feeling again–the same one that wrapped around her at The Tipsy Hatter that first night–that indescribable way her eyes, her smile, her body, everything seemed to gravitate towards Erin like it was put into motion within the cosmic waves. Completely unavoidable.
“We should be exhausted.”
“Dead to the world,” Julia agreed.
“And yet,” Erin paused.
“And yet,” Julia replied with a smile.
“Can I ask you for a favor?” Erin spoke softly.
“Anything.”
“Can we not talk about anything that happened today?” she asked slowly. “Just for tonight?”
“Yes,” Julia whispered, their faces still locked on the other. She didn’t want to talk about her day either–the undeniable cruelty of happenstance that bit her in the ass.
She finally broke eye contact first as she turned towards the food on the counter.
“Let’s dig in!” Julia grinned, breaking the silence with the crinkling of the plastic bag.
They sat on the floor in the living room, the heat from the fireplace warming their hands as the wine warmed everything else. Nothing but the quiet of night surrounded them. In a good show, their work leaned against the table, but they didn’t reach for it. Not once.
“So,” Erin sat down her white box of lo mein and leaned on a knee she brought up to her chest, “what do you think so far?”
Julia was confused. “Of what?” she asked, quickly swallowing a piece of shrimp so she wouldn’t be obnoxiously talking with her mouth full. She wasn’t Keegan, after all.
“What you’re getting out of McSellen,” Erin explained, twirling more noodles on her fork. “Do you feel like I’m helping any?”
Julia couldn’t help but smile as she looked past the wine glass she lifted to her lips. “Of course.”
“Unbiasedly,” Erin said. She rolled her eyes before smiling behind her wine. “Do you see any real change coming from my evaluations?”
“Well,” Julia sat up a little straighter as she set her own food down, “you’ve already helped with teacher evaluations and remediation, identifying weak points in our curriculum, and we’ve moved onto budgeting to determine what necessitates more attention or what can be reallocated.” Julia stopped her spiel, knowing too well she put her administrative hat on for the conversation. She really did need an off switch.
“Well, thank you, Dr. Jenner,” Erin mocked in a sarcastically professional voice.
“I’m sorry.” Julia rubbed her face with her hand, hoping she wasn’t blushing from embarrassment that tinged her cheeks. “It’s been a day,” she sighed. “The short answer is yes. I think with your assistance, we’re actually going to make some improvements.” And then she allowed her lips to move without thinking. “I really like having you around.”
“Thank you.” Erin gave a soft smile and then picked her food back up. “I really like being around.”
“They’re really lucky to have someone as passionate and forward thinking as you.”
“Sometimes I don’t even know what I’m doing,” Erin mumbled, and then her eyes went wide as if she didn’t mean to say that out loud.
“What do you mean?”
“I just, I–” she paused. “I think so many others have so much more experience than I do. Being a woman in this profession, coming into places where they don’t know me or my background, is hard to command respect.” There was a moment of silence and then she added, “Not like I see them do for you.”
“Me?” Julia laughed. “It doesn’t get any easier the longer you’re in it. I’ll let you in on a little secret: no one knows what they’re doing.”
“Oh, come on! In all honesty, I haven’t seen a school run better than Kleinton, and it’s not because of the building, or teachers, or even students. They’re the same everywhere,” Erin hesitated, her lips apart as if she wasn’t done speaking. “It’s you, Jules.”
Julia wasn’t sure if it was meant as a compliment, but it sent butterflies scattering throughout her stomach. And hearing her name said like that again? Oh, that feeling hit her in her core like a cotton candy cloud.
“Thank you,” she said quietly. She picked her wine back up and swished it in the glass before taking the last sip of it. “Would you like some more?” she asked, while raising her own.
“Absolutely,” Erin said with a smile, “but you sit. I’ll get it,” and she was up before Julia could even argue.
“So, any fun plans when you get back to Virginia?” Julia asked, trying to fill the silence with something other than the clinking of glasses or the slosh of wine from an emptying bottle.
“No, actually,” she said, handing Julia her glass. “I haven’t really thought about it.”
“You’re over halfway done with your contact, and you haven’t daydreamed about getting back to your life?”
Julia was in shock, a grin forming on her lips as she took another sip. Erin looked torn as she considered that question–her face wrinkled limestone as she thought about her answer.
“Can I say something that might sound weird?” she asked, setting her glass down. She slouched back down on the rug and leaned against the front of the chair that was behind her.
“You never have to worry about asking that with me.” Julia watched as those words ran through Erin’s mind, contemplating everything that came before.
“There are places I have to go that I can’t wait to leave from. There are assignments that are there and gone before I can even wrap my head around them. But Kleinton?” Her eyes never left Julia’s. “I can’t explain it. All I know is I haven’t thought about home much.”
Julia wasn’t quite sure what Erin felt, but she knew a piece of it lived within her, too. It was so easy to forget that anything else existed when she was with her, as if time was truly just a construct and everything else insignificant.
She wasn’t sure how she should respond to something so honest. Should she agree and admit that she feels the same way? That in the last year combined, she hadn’t felt as alive as she had the last couple of months? Maybe Julia was overthinking it all–forcing something to be written when it hadn’t even been imagined yet.
“I get it.” Julia wanted to reach for her food or wine–wanted to do something that would take her eyes off of Erin–but she didn’t. “Kleinton is like that for so many.”
“I didn’t say it was just Kleinton,” Erin corrected, a small twitch of a smile pulling just one cheek upward towards her scattered freckles.
Well, shit. She forgot to breathe and instead let out a little breathy sigh to avoid it being too obvious. Erin noticed. She always noticed.
“I’m excited for summer.” Erin picked up her food again.
“Why is that?” Julia asked. She picked up her food as well, thankful for the change.
“My family is from Madrid, and two years ago I booked a trip to stay with my abuela there. She has this beautiful little villa on Alberche Beach. It’s away from most tourists and turns the most beautiful color of teal in August.” Her eyes glimmered as if that sparkling water was reflected in her iris’.
“That sounds amazing.” Pictures of crystal-clear beaches floated through her mind like the filaments of a dandelion in a warm summer breeze. “When was the last time you saw her?”
As soon as Julia asked the question, she wished she didn’t. Erin’s eyes immediately dimmed as she looked down at the noodles dangling from her fork.
“Before I started this position,” she sighed, a slight melancholy undertone in her voice. “I’m not really good at balancing life.”
“Amen to that.” Julia raised her glass and then Erin broke into a little chuckle. “At least you’ll see her soon.”
“That’s true,” Erin said, nodding as she took another sip. There was a small moment of stillness and then she asked, “Would you mind if I used your bathroom?”
“Not at all,” Julia said, pointing in the direction. “It’s down the hall on the left.”
With a small smile, Erin disappeared down the hallway, her presence still felt between walls. Julia turned towards the crackling fireplace and rested her head back on the couch cushions behind her.
She stretched her legs out along the rug–her toes inches away from the blowing heat–as she picked up her glass again. She finished what was left in her cup and then looked up at the fan high above her, the black blades slowly twirling. That simple motion sent waves of peace throughout her, sailing on soothing currents.
After sitting in that contentment for a moment, she turned her head to see the bottle of wine sitting on the counter, calling her name. She wasn’t sure why being around Erin made her glass empty so fast. Did she sink so deep into the taste because it calmed her? Or was it because, drink by drink, she shed layers of armor off–the only antidote for an introvert?
She stood and refilled both of their glasses and then caught her sound system out of the corner of her eye. As the alcohol fluttered in her stomach–lightening every limb and synapse awareness–she turned it on. A soulful Tracy Chapman’s rasp filled the air and Julia couldn’t help but bob her head as she swayed with the guitar.
“Give me one reason to stay here,” Julia sang, her voice almost an inaudible noise at first, “and I’ll turn right back around.”
Her head bounced from one side to the other as she spun in the kitchen–her socks as graceful as ice skates on the white tile. The wine in her full glass mimicked her movements–one starting where the other ended–it was just her in that empty space.
“Give me one reason to stay here, and I’ll turn right back around.”
Julia didn’t immediately see Erin leaning against the corner of the hallway. She pulled her hair back into a ponytail. Small wisps of coffee brown hair framed her face–her cheeks matching the rosiness of her lips–and she had the biggest smile scrolled effortlessly across her lips.
“Oh!” Julia jumped, forgetting that for once she wasn’t alone in the darkness. She pulled an embarrassed hand to her face as if it would wash away the self-consciousness. “I’m sorry.”
Erin just shook her head, those perfect curls bouncing behind her with every movement. That smile never left her face. Julia was kissed by the sun, as if her skin had never truly felt the warmth of those inexplicable rays until those green eyes found her.
“Said I don’t want to leave you lonely,” Erin sang, making her way to the kitchen where Julia stood, each hip mimicking the beat from the drums, “you got to make me change my mind.”
She picked up the glass Julia just poured for her and brought it up to those pink lips. She took a few sips before she twirled in a circle, the glass high above her head as that silky voice filled every available space in the room. Julia’s lips parted as her face split in half.
Erin stretched out and took the hand that Julia still had pressed to her face. She twirled her around, almost spilling their wine, and they both laughed. Hands held waists and fingers as they found their rhythm. They bounced to the rest of the song, taking turns singing the lyrics and draining their glasses as they floated through the kitchen like autumn leaves drifting in the wind.
When the song ended and At Last by Etta James began playing, they both stood still as the rise and fall of their chests sent particles vibrating between them. Julia gripped the edge of the countertop, delicately setting her glass down.
“I haven’t danced in the kitchen in a very long time.” Julia grinned at Erin, who was now leaning against the island.
She had to forcefully pull her eyes away from Erin. She made Julia speechless–a woman with years of education and experience under her belt, an avid reading collection bordering walls–frozen in time without a single word on her tongue.
Erin’s hair was in a tousled mess, sticking slightly to her forehead. Her shirt was untucked from the many times she turned and twisted, raising her hands above her head. Those emerald eyes glistened with a hazy sheen–the alcohol creeping up into her movements. Erin turned towards the empty bottle of wine and shook the droplets in the bottom.
“There’s more in the cooler,” Julia said through a smile, tipping the last of what was left in her glass into her mouth. The coolness was refreshing compared to the flush in her face.
“Would you like another glass?” Erin asked, twisting another cork out of a new bottle. “It is a school night,” she joked.
Julia looked at the clock on the wall, bronze scrollwork twisting around it like feeble branches in the night. Time didn’t matter, not tonight.
“You know what? Yes, I do.”
Erin poured them more, and they made their way back to the living room. They collapsed onto the couch, their shoulders overlapping, but neither of them moved away from their sandwiched position.
“I really like what you’ve done with the place,” Erin said eventually, pointing to the walls with her already half-drunk glass.
Julia turned towards the blank walls and the odd empty spaces on shelves. How could she have forgotten? How could the emptiness become a welcome home mat; there so consistently that you never even notice when a neighborhood kid steals it? She suddenly felt self-conscious, like her entire mind was out on display in a bougie museum for criticism.
“It was past due,” sighed Julia, taking a gulp much too big of the dry wine.
“I like it,” Erin said quietly. “It gives it character.”
“What?” She chuckled as she turned to face Erin. “The faded paint on the walls?”
“Absolutely, very chic,” she said in an exaggerated tone, her hands a flourish in the air.
They both laughed for a moment–their faces just inches apart and her breath sweetly caressing Julia’s face–both falling into their drinks when the silence dragged too long.
“It’s a good thing,” Erin said finally.
“It is,” Julia agreed, but she let out a deep breath with the last word.
She couldn’t bring herself to look at Erin and see if she noticed. She wanted to say something about Marin–she wanted to say something about how she just appeared earlier, but saying that to Erin? It felt wrong, and she couldn’t explain why.
“We didn’t get one thing done tonight,” Erin said with a grin, pointing to the mess of paperwork peeking from their bags. “Can I tell you a secret?”
“Always.”
“I never had any intentions of doing any work,” she whispered into Julia’s hair.
“Can I tell you a secret?” Julia whispered back, “neither did I.”
Julia looked over and met Erin’s eyes. She still sunk into the back of the cushions, one leg tucked beneath the other. She looked so casual, so at home as if this was just what they did on late nights: eat Chinese on the floor of her living room while 80s and 90s music hummed behind them, the light of the fireplace sending hues of warmth along their skin.
“Thank you for this,” Julia said.
“For what?”
“For coming over, for all the help, all the time.”
“Anytime.” She raised her glass and they clinked them together once more.
They stayed on that couch for another hour before either made a move to end the night. They finished the last bottle of wine over reminiscent family memories, simple conversation. Erin talked about her family in Spain and how only her grandparents still live there. She showed Julia pictures of her niece and nephew, both with that same unruly, curly brown hair and freckles scattering their noses.
They told secrets that hadn’t left their lips in years. Julia talked about what made her become a teacher in the first place. About how when she was little–and if we’re being honest, even now–her mother was focused on the appearance of life, instead of enjoying it. She was too busy making Julia fit into the picture of what a little girl should be and aspire to, rather than take the time to actually see all the wonder hidden beneath pink ruffles and black tap shoes.
One teacher showed up to every spelling bee, every concert, and made sure that not one birthday passed without giving Julia a cupcake with rainbow frosting with a single candle on top. She was there for her when no one else was, and now Julia makes sure every child in her school has an adult like that.
“I should get going,” Erin grunted, checking her watch reluctantly. She rubbed her tired eyes and sat her empty glass down on the coffee table.
“You can’t drive,” Julia said, taking the last sip of her own. “My head is spinning, so I can only imagine what yours is like.”
“Are you insinuating I’m a lightweight, Julia Jenner?”
“No, Erin Calanis,” she chuckled, “but I have at least twenty pounds on you.”
“That’s offensive.”
“That’s a fact.”
“I’m going to see if there are any taxis available at this hour.”
Erin attempted to stand. Her wrinkled forehead hinted that she thought she could make it to the entryway. She stumbled on the first step, her heel catching the bottom of the couch, sending her tumbling backwards into Julia.
They both laughed as their bodies collided, the dry wine on the tips of their tongues. Julia brushed Erin’s hair out of her face, her hand resting on her warm cheek.
“You’re not going anywhere,” Julia giggled. “You can’t even stand!”
“I can too!” Erin retorted, a subtle slur beneath her words. “I’m just not trying.”
“I’m not putting you in a stranger’s car in this state,” Julia said more sternly.
The giggles slowly dissipated from Erin’s lips. She just looked at Julia, her eyes trailing to where that soft hand still pressed against her cheek.
“Don’t be silly,” Julia said, lowering her hand in one swift movement.
She helped Erin up with a firm hand around her waist. She could’ve sworn she heard her breath halt at the touch, a sharp intake of air expanding her lungs.
“You can stay here in the guest room.”
Just as the words left her mouth, she realized how big of a mistake they were. Erin couldn’t stay there with her. Not while they were both wrapped in the giddiness of their inhibited state. She couldn’t trust herself not to avoid saying something stupid or embarrassing, or worse.
“Are you sure?”
“Of course.” And there were those words that left her mouth before conversing with the level-headed thoughts in her mind.
Julia stood with an outreached hand and Erin took it for support, bracing her weight on wobbly knees. She guided her inebriated legs to the hallway, their fingers still tangled together. Julia opened the door to the guest room and turned on the light above. It was obnoxiously bright compared to the firelight in the living room.
“Make yourself at home. I’ll get you something to change into,” Julia said quietly. “You already know where the bathroom is. There’s a clean towel hanging up in case you want to shower in the morning.”
“Thank you,” Erin said, her fingers finally falling from Julia’s embrace.
Julia walked to her room and grabbed a t-shirt and sweatpants. She took a new toothbrush from the drawer in her vanity. As she looked up at herself in the mirror, she stopped and took in the sight.
Her cheeks were flushed from the wine, her hair sticking up in all sorts of directions. It wasn’t even in a bun–the weight of it oddly heavy to her heightened senses–and for once, it didn’t seem to weigh her down.
Even in her disarray, she noticed something different. Past the smudged mascara, past the small blemishes worn foundation no longer covered, there was something else. She was smiling. As she held the clothes in one hand and a toothbrush in the other, she looked like a teenager off to a slumber party. She looked happy. Is this what happy looks like?
After everything that happened that day, Marin’s piercing eyes and trembling voice, she should be tucked into a ball. She should be sunken into the satin bed sheets, a wet ring of tears haloing her pillow. She should be breaking, like she had so many times before, but she wasn’t.
Down the hallway, the door to the guest room was open, but Erin was nowhere to be found. The house was quiet despite the light melody of music carried through the kitchen. She left the clothes and toothbrush on the edge of the bed.
She walked back to her own room and closed the door. Leaning her head against the cold grain of the wood, she took a deep breath. She tried not to think of the day she just had, tried to push everything else down except the knowledge that someone who held such comfort was beyond just a few walls.
With the cold sweats, drenching her in sweat from the inside out, Julia didn’t usually wear much to bed. Tonight, however, that wasn’t an option–not with her playing it safe. Throwing on a pair of sweats that were far too big, she tried to find normalcy in her routines. She couldn’t let her thoughts wander to the beautiful woman just down the hall.
After brushing her teeth and washing her face, she stood in front of the mirror. She still wore that stupid smile–a foreign invader on a somewhat familiar face. She admired it, a feeling of relief spreading through her body. It was a long lost-friend, a confidant she missed so much.
But she hesitated too long, and now all those stray thoughts were running free. This would be the first time Erin would see her without makeup. It would be the first time that she didn’t have layers of cosmetics hiding what was underneath, and that terrified her.
It was one thing being almost 40 and being able to hide a decade beneath designer foundation and cream, distracting those that weren’t persuaded with tailored suits. It was something completely different standing in front of someone without that cloak, completely vulnerable as they possess the tools to pick out every sun spot and wrinkle that trail her face.
Her hand grasped around the concealer, and then pictures of her vain mother flashed through her mind on an unforgettable reel. She didn’t want to be like her. She wasn’t like her. It shouldn’t matter what she looked like. To anyone else, it wouldn’t bother her. But Erin? Dammit.
She walked out of the bathroom before she’d have to wash her face again. Opening her door, she couldn’t help but check on Erin one last time. The room was empty again, but the clothes were gone. The bathroom door creaked open, a sliver of artificial light rainbowing into the hall behind a long shadow. Erin came out, the clothes falling off her small body.
Her face was washed, glowing even in the lack of luminosity in that hallway. Julia couldn’t help but smile at how casual she looked–striped down to the most basic layer of every human characteristic. She was completely stunning. Her hand caught in strands of her hair as she combed it out, and just a little toothpaste was still in the corner of her mouth.
“Thanks for the clothes.” She smiled as she wiped the little dot of toothpaste with her hand, still a subtle slur on the backend of her words.
“I think they’re a little big.” Julia fought back a chuckle.
Erin tightened the string around the elastic waist, a peekaboo of tanned skin flashing from beneath.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she gleamed.
“You’re right. They fit perfectly. That 90s baggy look is definitely making a comeback.” They both couldn’t hold back the slight tug in the corner of the lips.
They stood there like that, Julia standing at one end of the hallway and Erin at the other. She wanted to step towards her, wanted to see if Erin smelled the same without layers of cotton, foundation, or lipstick.
While she was standing there talking herself out of it, Erin walked slowly towards her, trailing along the empty wall. Her hands were still around the ties of her pants, one side of her shirt slightly untucked where a spot of warm flesh could be seen.
Just one foot away, she stopped and looked up at Julia. Julia fought the need to hide her face, to pull her hands up and shelter everything she fought to hide each day. She thought the night would protect her secret, but not from that close up. Nothing could be hidden under a microscope.
“What?” Julia asked, mortified that she didn’t put on that concealer.
“You are beautiful.” She spoke so softly, so breathlessly that Julia swore those words caressed her heart. “Sometimes when I look at you, I’m just in complete awe.”
Julia’s stomach flipped at the same time her breath hitched, eyes growing wider no matter how much she tried to stop them.
“Erin–” she quietly exhaled, the puff of air involuntarily coming out.
She’s never believed that phrase before, never felt like she was worthy of its meaning. But from her lips? She’d believe anything.
She wanted to reach out and touch her, hold her so tightly, because she quite possibly might be the last good thing left on Earth.
“I’m sorry.” Erin stepped back, interrupting her train of thought. “You know what they say about one too many glasses of wine.”
You’re ruining this!
“Erin,” Julia began again. She wasn’t sure of what she wanted to say next, but knew what she wanted to do. She wanted to reach down and bring Erin closer to her, close whatever space was between them permanently. “I–” she began again.
“So, I’ll see you in the morning,” Erin cut in, nodding vigorously as she backed more towards the door of her bedroom.
She had one hand on the door, it partially pulled close. Her forehead was wrinkled in thought as she hovered there–a battle within Julia wasn’t privy to.
“Erin, please let–”
“Thank you, Jules,” she said at last, right before the door swooshed closed.
Julia wasn’t sure how long she waited in that hallway. She didn’t hear any movement in the room. Erin could have been leaning on the other side of that door for all she knew, waiting for her to knock, waiting for her to say anything other than single syllables.
Why is it that only after a moment has passed, that you have the foresight of what you should’ve done? Why does the train have to blow through the terminal for you to understand that grabbing a coffee along the way wasn’t the best decision? They say that hindsight is 20-20, but how do you know you’re blind until the moment glasses rub on the bridge of your nose?
If Julia met those natural mossy eyes again–the alcohol helping shave away all the doubt she consciously built up–she wouldn’t have one word as an excuse. She’d fall into them like all the times she wanted to before.



Chapter Nineteen
Julia didn’t sleep well, only having a short couple of hours to doze off into unconsciousness. She tossed and turned, taking a trip to the bathroom twice between bouts of frustration.
At times she thought she heard the click of a door opening or the shuffling of feet carried through the hallway, but the harder she listened, she only heard the sound of her own breath.
By four in the morning, she couldn’t lay in bed any longer. The easel in the corner called to her–a siren’s song in the hazy dawn covered fog. She took a deep breath. She still wasn’t sure what it would be yet. The lines were still indiscernible as she closed one eye and tilted her head.
She sat down on the stool anyway, her lower back aching from the angle already. In one swift movement she picked up a paintbrush and held it in her mouth as she plopped more paint onto her pallet.
In small strokes she blended salmon into maroon, and marigolds into vast olive colored arches. She folded winding brown rivers down the linen surface–peaks crashing into subtle horizons. Slowly, as the time ticked down on the clock in the corner, it was becoming something. Something… but what?
With a deep sigh, she rested her brush into the cup of water to her right. She squinted her eyes and tilted her head, but she still couldn’t see the big picture. It wasn’t right yet–the depth was all wrong, focus pulled in too many directions–its story wasn’t finished.
She opened the door to her bedroom quietly, releasing the latch with surgeon precision. Surprise covered her body in a weighted cloak as she approached the guest room, the door wide open, the space empty. The bed was made and a folded pair of sweats laid on the edge of the gold comforter. There was no note left, no goodbye spoken.
Way to go. Screw up another thing.
The sun hadn’t even begun to crawl over the horizon, but she decided to get to work early, even earlier than usual. What’s a healthier way to deal with the thoughts scrambling through your head than to bury them in work?
She hoped to avoid the very conversation she knew would come from Keegan’s mouth. She wanted to get to her office, close the door, and pretend to have meetings all day. It worked, sometimes. Well, not really, but hey! Today could be the day!
“So, we’re not going to talk about this?” Keegan asked, standing in the doorway of Julia’s office. She leaned on the doorframe, her long patterned skirt draping over her body.
“Talk about what?” Julia asked nonchalantly.
She took another sip of her coffee and opened her planner. Keegan just gave her that mom stare, her eyebrows raising much higher than they should be able to, her lips a narrow straight line. When it didn’t elicit an instant response as it did for her kids, she sighed and took a seat next to the desk. She allowed her shoulders to slump as she soaked up the defiance.
“I know you don’t want to,” she sighed again, “but I think you should talk about it.”
Julia leaned back into her plush chair, trying to see if she could sink through it and out the window.
“Which part?”
“Really?” Keegan groaned, her patience wearing thin. “Marin? Or do you finally want to talk about Erin?”
“I’m not sure what there is to talk about either,” she grunted. “Marin was there, and that was it. Erin is Erin.”
“What did she say?” Keegan asked, leaning closer as she shifted her weight to the desk. “And what the hell does ‘Erin is Erin’ even mean?”
“Marin or Erin?” Julia smirked. Keegan rolled her eyes so far back she was sure she got a decent picture of the back of her skull.
“You drive me to drink.”
“You do enough of that on your own,” Julia quipped.
“What did Marin say?” Keegan clarified.
“Nothing,” Julia shrugged.
“What do you mean, nothing?” she shouted. “She put you through a year of hell. She blindsided you. She said nothing when she followed you out?” She shook her head vigorously as she talked, her black hair moving with the air.
“She asked me how I was.” Julia’s voice was so quiet, so soft, so sad.
“And what did you say?”
“I didn’t.”
Keegan took in her words and then nodded. “That’s fair.” Her face then wrinkled with anger. “I should have walked back out and handled it myself when I saw her.”
“No,” Julia groaned, the word exasperatedly dragged out.
“I should have told her where to stick her attitude and then I would have–”
“Keegan,” Julia sighed.
Keegan stopped talking with a huff. Julia was well aware of all the awful things she would have done and said to her. They planned half out while drunk, Mariah Carey screaming on her early 2000s boombox, on the floor of her living room one night.
“I’m happy you didn’t,” Julia added.
“I know you wouldn’t have appreciated it.” She rolled her eyes. “Was that it? Or did she spew any other bullshit? Because I’ve been waiting for the day you finally decide to let me go after her.”
“She followed me out as we were waiting for the last group to leave,” Julia paused, heat rushing to her cheeks. “But I kept walking.”
“Didn’t you want to know what she was going to say?”
Astonishment was plastered on Keegan’s face like cheap wallpaper. There were times when she held Julia on the floor of her living room while she fell apart, sobs wrenching her heart from her body.
After it first happened, Keegan drove to her house every weekend and waited until she ate something. She forced her into the shower and washed her dishes when they piled too high. She was there for every stumble along the way–a force to be reckoned with–the best kind of friend she could ever have hoped for.
Julia thought about that question. She thought she wanted to know. She used to think about it so much that it played on repeat in her head for months at a time. She wanted to know why. No, she needed to know why.
One September night Marin and she laid curled into each other on a hammock, swinging in the fall breeze. They were floating in the air, giddy with laughter. The stars were so bright–constellations glowing on all sides, emphasized in yellow highlighter–almost too luminous. And even though something so incredible, so scintillating, was right above them, their eyes were locked on each other.
Julia’s mind was quiet. Everything else faded away. Everything made sense. But now every past memory halts at one question: why wasn’t she enough? Why hadn’t that moment engrained itself so deeply in Marin’s mind? Why did it mean something different to her? And that, that question, she knew she didn’t want the answer to.
“I don’t know,” she confessed. “Would it make a difference?”
“I don’t know,” Keegan whispered, sympathetic pain in her voice. There was a long break filled only with their rattled breathing. “It wasn’t your fault,” Keegan said at last.
“What?”
“What happened,” she continued, “I don’t think I ever told you that it wasn’t your fault. I’ve told you she’s garbage. I’ve reminded you that you weren’t the problem in your relationship, but I’ve never said ‘it wasn’t your fault.’”
Involuntary tears welled in Julia’s eyes. Those were the words she couldn’t bring herself to believe. She had to have done something, said something, to push Marin that far over the edge. It was all the ways she didn’t measure up that snapped something just a little bit more in Marin each day.
“But what if it was,” she spoke, unaware of where the quiet sobs came from. “What if it was me the whole time?” Keegan pushed a tissue box towards her, five tight fingers clenched over her fist across the table as she let it all out. “I, I, I, I thought it was over.”
Keegan squeezed her hand, letting her know she was still there, letting her know she wasn’t alone. Julia held the tissue to her eyes, catching the tears before they dropped and anything else spilled out of her.
“And then there she was,” Keegan whispered.
“And then there she was,” Julia repeated, her voice barely an audible murmur.
“Does that change anything for you?” she asked.
Julia paused, her tears holding on her eyelids for dear life. “Should it?”
“That’s not the question,” sighed Keegan. “Does it?”
Julia let go of Keegan’s hand, pushing herself a little away from her desk. She dried her eyes and took a deep breath, pushing whatever was left deep down to a place where it wouldn’t escape again–at least not right now.
“If it did, I think I wouldn’t have been able to walk away from her.”
Keegan smiled weakly, her hand still available on the desk. She knew how much courage it took to say that–how much Julia didn’t want to admit it to herself. She mourned Marin for so long under the impression that at some point it would just stop hurting–at some point the scar tissue would become too thick, and she would learn to love her a little less.
What would it be like to just forget Marin like she did her? If she had found that reset button, how much of her life would be different?
“So, maybe it can be time for closure?” she asked cautiously. “Seeing her doesn’t change anything. You can’t go back, but you can move forward. Maybe she can help you understand, so you can do that.”
“Maybe.” Julia tried to smile back, but the thought pained her. “But what if she doesn’t have anything to say?”
“I think you’re more worried about what she will say,” Keegan paused. “I think you’re more afraid she’ll ask to come back.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” she huffed.
Keegan just smiled at her for a moment, her eyes brimming with kindness, but Julia couldn’t stop thinking about that possibility. Is that what she was really afraid of? Would that be the worst thing that would spew from those ruby lips?
“You can’t let her back in,” Keegan begged. “You can’t take her back.” Julia didn’t respond, her eyes glued to the lacquer on her desk. “I’m always here,” she reminded her.
“I know,” she replied, smiling back. And with the closing latch of the door, at last she had quiet.



Chapter Twenty
Julia used to take life by the balls–no instruction manual needed. She didn’t like things to sit, didn’t like the uncertainty of what could happen. She was the person who went out of her way to find what was wrong, just so she could fix it before it got any worse. But lately? Lately she avoided problems, avoided life, as if it was her last purpose on Earth.
Week after week passed, her going through the motions and rolling with whatever came her way. She pushed everyone within her inner circle so far out that it was only her left, standing in the middle of the ocean on a stowaway paddle boat; no life in sight.
Maybe she liked it that way. Maybe that was the way she was supposed to be–that was the way she always felt safest–tucked away to a place where there was no Marin, no Erin.
She didn’t go out of her way to avoid Erin again, but she didn’t seek her out either. They touched base once every week or so, signing whatever documents necessary and then moving on with their day. Julia never asked her why she left so quickly, and they never spoke about anything that happened the day of the field trip.
Julia postponed two weeks of Sunday football with Keegan. She lied and said the board gave her last-minute reports to review as they approached the tail end of the evaluation. Keegan acted like she believed it, acted like she didn’t see the shades of brown beneath her eyes, like she didn’t notice she locked herself in her office all day.
Each day Julia sat at her desk, dozens of papers scattered around her and an open laptop to her left. And yet as the sun set behind her and the school emptied, the same papers surrounded her.
Overwhelmed wasn’t the right word. That was only half of it. It was like sitting in the driver’s seat, your foot planted firmly on the gas. There’s no emergency brake, no airbags. Colors of muted, dilapidated houses flash by in hues of yellow and blue. Trees look like brushstrokes, so purposefully placed. The speedometer ticks up, but you’re not really in control. You’re not really driving. There’s no choice as you pass through every yellow light, no choice as you drive deeper into the lost.
She sat with her face buried in her hands. For what? Minutes? Hours? Her cheeks and forehead turned pink under the pressure. She closed the sleeping screen to her computer and turned towards the window. Rain pitter pattered on the windowsill, almost drowning out the unexpected knock at the door.
“Yeah?” she responded suddenly, dramatically pulled out of her trance.
Erin opened the door and unsurely stood there, a slight glow on her face from the light through the window. The lights in the office were turned off. A migraine beat on the walls inside Julia’s head–the throbbing of a little drummer boy without rhythm–pulsating behind her eyelids.
“Hey,” she said with a smile. “I didn’t see you get lunch. Can I get you anything?”
Julia looked at the clock on the wall. It was 2:05, well after lunchtime. Wasn’t she the one who was supposed to remind Erin to eat?
“I’m actually not hungry today.”
Julia looked back at her. Her eyes were so small, her shoulders slumped. She looked so unlike the Erin she came to know. She continued standing there, nodding slowly, as if weighing her options.
“Can I work here with you,” Erin asked, her voice full of uncertainty, “just for the rest of the day? I could use your help on some of my evaluations.”
Julia froze at the unexpected question. It’d been so long since they shared the same space, so long since they were a breath span apart, so long since she had the luxury of being distracted by those hazelnut waves.
She wanted to say yes; she wanted to blurt it out right there. But her body felt numb, heavy with regret. She couldn’t keep doing this back and forth. She couldn’t keep allowing her in just to push her away. It was too hard, too much work to tiptoe along the thin line they drew in the sand.
“I’m sorry, Erin,” Julia sighed. “I have a lot of things I need to get caught up on.” She patted the piles of papers on her desk and looked up. Erin’s eyes dimmed with the storm brewing outside. “Today just wouldn’t be a good day.”
“Oh, okay,” she said and forced a weary smile. “No worries. We can get caught up later. Have a good rest of your day, Julia.”
And then she was gone, and Julia was left again with her own thoughts, or lack thereof. She sat there–the sound of the rain echoing like a foghorn behind her–the silence wrapping her in binding ribbons.
What am I doing? What did she continually do to herself, to her life? She could visually see that Erin needed her, needed her professional support and the comfort of that office. Maybe needing something more?
No.
She couldn’t, couldn’t be there for her like that when all she could think of was Marin and her being in the same room and not knowing what was up and what was down.
If her life was messy before, nothing made sense now. She sunk deeper into the possibility that nothing would ever make sense again. There’s no bliss in ignorance, no prize for the winner. It turns out you can’t have your cake and eat it too.
But what she could do was check on Erin, because she was continually there for her. Even with the ridiculousness of their whole situation, she still showed up, still helped out, and still did her job.
Julia walked to Erin’s office, her hand hovering over the door just like before. She might not even be inside. She could’ve been out and about, and her nervousness for nothing. Erin could be fine, and she didn’t even need to be standing there at all.
She knocked anyway.
“Come in,” sounded Erin’s voice, muffled through layers of wood and concrete.
“Hey,” she said, smiling weakly, her hands holding open the door.
Erin sat up straighter, her eyebrows arched and eyes wide. There was almost an imperceptible redness around her eyes, like she’d been crying.
Inside sat a desk facing the door, only enough space for one round wooden table in the middle. On the walls were motivational posters spewing cliché quotes about determination and perseverance, pictures of mountains to climb or calming oceans to subdue to.
“Would you mind if I closed the door?” Julia asked, three fingers still holding the edge in anticipation.
“Not at all.” She finished writing something down and then set a paper to her left.
The window faced the woods behind the school, no children in sight. Overgrown, snow covered shrubs rustled against the glass, accosted by the wind in the distance. The pressure of wind-beaten drifts tapped on the brick outside between the aggressive pounding of rain.
Erin was in her complete element. Around her sat piles of papers; she was old-fashioned like that. It would’ve been so much easier for her to store all those on a laptop–easily accessible at any time and light as a feather. Instead, she opted for the pen and paper route, just like Julia preferred. It’s more confidential, Erin explained. I like to feel the words as I write them.
“Are you okay?” Julia asked, taking one more step into the room.
She didn’t want to sit down. She wasn’t going to get sucked in. She was going to make sure she was okay and then go back to her hideaway.
Erin looked up from her desk and set her pen down.
“Earlier,” Julia said softly, “you seemed like something was wrong.”
Erin opened her mouth to say something, but closed it with a sigh. Her eyes didn’t glimmer in this room; the green melded with yellow and created gray shadows around her retinas.
She stood, walking around her desk and leaning on the edge. She wore short black boots, her jeans cuffed at the hems. Her stance looked as if she was adjusting the power within the room, as if there was a physical scale she tipped in her favor.
Her pale shirt pulled at the front buttons as she bent her elbows and pressed her palms against the desk behind her. She gave Julia a slight smile, the fake kind that pulls at the cheeks but doesn’t lift the eyes.
How did they go from words flowing like a beautiful, sickly sweet caramel river, to not knowing what to say? Where did the familiar comfort disappear to, and was it gone forever between the cracks or just safely packed away in the back of a closet like a cherished family heirloom?
“Do you want to dance around the situation with small talk and white lies?” Erin asked with soft eyes and a kind, quiet voice. It didn’t match the sting of the words. “Or do you want to have an honest conversation?”
Her words hit Julia in the chest–air lost instantly on contact. How can someone with so many fewer years lived, fewer lessons learned, have more foresight to stop wasting another minute and just be true? Why had it taken Julia so long to learn that truth?
Julia was never like that, not like Erin. She’d walk into a coffee shop and order a simple latte, no sugar. Not that price was of consequence, but she would see it was only $4.95 on the black chalkboard above her. When the barista would state that her total was $6.95, Julia was the type of person to smile and give her card, anyway. She would even go the extra mile to say, I really appreciate it and have a great day before leaving.
She knew the price was wrong–knew what she was charged for certainly wasn’t what she ordered. It could have been a simple mistake, one easily able to fix. But no, she’d pay that extra two dollars over the confrontation of having to ask about it.
She was never as strong, as confident, as Erin. Sure, she held herself that way. No one would know that when she started teaching, she practiced her lessons in front of the mirror in her apartment–taking hours to replay what would only be a twenty-minute activity. She’d play through the entire dialogue, every waking moment, until it felt just right.
Because that was the type of person Julia was. Nothing came easy, but she damn well made sure no one knew. Her mother taught her that from day one. Never let them see you cry, she’d say, picking her up on the playground as blood seeped through her skinned knees. They’ll see it as weakness. Never let them see you struggle.
Today she was the picture of calm and collected, which was why she was the emergency kit that everyone kept in their back pocket. She liked it that way. She liked knowing she was needed, that she was relied on. If she didn’t have that, what would she have?
“Honesty, please,” Julia’s voice was more of a beg. She felt small against Erin’s composure.
Erin sighed, letting her shoulders drop as she sunk more onto her desk. Julia walked around the wooden table in the middle and perched on the edge of it, just three feet away. Slouched, they were eye level. No distractions. No interruptions. No more excuses.
“We talked, and we agreed we could do this,” Erin began. “We agreed the job was more important.”
“Yes,” Julia said and softly nodded. Was it more important? How had the conversation turned back to this? But was any conversation ever more than one step away from it?
“It’s hard to do that job when the person I need to help me avoids me.” Her voice was full of frustration but soft at the same time, almost like the squish of a burnt marshmallow.
Julia took a deep breath–somewhere in between a breath and a silent sigh–her chest slowly heaving up and then deflating.
“You’re right,” she confessed, the noise escaping from her mouth like a gust of wind through gutters.
There was no light coming through the window anymore, and she just realized how dim that box really was. The rain turned to a winter mixture and slush began to fall behind Erin. It tapped on the ice-covered grass outside, thumping on the window as the wind pushed it around.
Erin was covered in a hazy glow from the last bit of sunlight not covered by gloomy clouds. The noise swirled around her like a constant whisper, there and not.
“Why?” Erin asked, her voice almost a whimper in comparison to the pounding rain.
Julia didn’t know how to answer, so she just stood there. How had she spent so much time with Erin, but still lose her voice when face to face?
“I get it,” Erin continued. “You’re not interested in anything that doesn’t include our professional obligations. I pushed it. I continued to do so, and I shouldn’t have,” she sighed, the sound of a broken voice vibrating in Julia’s ears. She broke eye contact, squeezing them closed as she rubbed her forehead. “It won’t happen again,” she added, her voice still quiet but now crossed between frustration and composure. “You have Marin. I get it now.”
Julia found herself wishing she could go back to that very first night she met her. The way the light shone off her hair and the way her voice filled her head; if she knew what she did at that very moment, she would’ve done it all differently. She lost months of time, afraid of the fact that she couldn’t see the future, and that meant walking on eggshells until it came into sight.
Honesty. They agreed on honesty.
Julia slowly stepped closer to Erin, one foot hesitating behind the other. Before she even realized what she was doing, she brought one hand up and placed it on Erin’s warm cheek. Instead of pulling away like Erin had every right to do, like she should want to do, she rested her face in Julia’s hand and closed her eyes. The way she melted into Julia’s touch sent warm shivers up her arm.
It looked as if this was something they did, as if that very moment was a routine for both of them. The way Erin softened into Julia was as natural as the sun rising, as natural as the way the moon reflects off murky ponds. The world tugged at their fabric.
It wasn’t like they didn’t have a choice. It wasn’t the feeling that you would end up in that spot, regardless of what you really wanted. It wasn’t that the world chose it for them. It was that no matter what they would have done, they would make any choice that led them back there.
“You have it all wrong,” Julia whispered with an exhale of air she couldn’t hold back.
Erin opened her eyes and looked just slightly up to meet Julia’s. Those crystal-clear green galaxies made Julia shake her head in disbelief. She reached her other hand up and cupped the other side of Erin’s face, her thumb just gently grazing her freckles. She slowly pulled her close, giving Erin every chance to stop her if she wanted. Please, don’t stop me.
But she didn’t. Her lips sunk into Erin’s and everything dissolved around her and melted through outstretched fingers. The kiss wasn’t fast and sloppy like in the bar; it was deep and slow, as if they only had this moment, as if this was their first and last wrapped into one.
We all have the potential to experience moments that can alter reality–moments when everything that came before is a jumbled mess compared to the serenity–a moment that feels like time stands still and your breathing slows instead of quickens. A moment that sends your insides into such a flutter that you realize they were never in the right spot until that very second. That was this moment. This was their moment.
Rain beat harder against the window, casting droplet sized shadows across the room. The noise filled every available space–everything else fading behind the scenes and disappearing within layers of rubble. Julia couldn’t let another second pass her by.
At first, Erin’s hands stayed pressed against the desk, fingers gripped along the edge for dear life, and then they fell to her sides in sweet surrender. Once reality came into focus, she picked them up and carefully raised them to Julia’s hips.
Julia slid her hands from Erin’s face to her neck, goosebumps forming on the softness of skin behind her ears. That was what Julia wanted to do from the very moment she met Erin; that was what their bodies had been hurtling towards each other for. The moment. The electricity. The rawness of their trembling fingers.
This is everything.
Julia slowly lifted Erin onto the edge of her desk. Erin reached out her legs and wrapped them tightly around her. Erin had to look up at her to kiss her, pulling her face down towards her own. Her hands slowly trailed up Julia and down as she mapped out her route again.
Julia held her close, one hand firmly planted on the small of her back as fingers twirled in silky hair. Erin slid closer to her, their lips never parting as their bodies pressed closer together.
She pulled away slightly, just holding Erin as she gazed into the depth of her eyes. Erin smiled, the corners of her mouth turning upwards and kissing a freckle just above. She pressed her cheek against Julia’s chest, closing her eyes as a content sigh released any tension she had left.
They swayed with the melody of the rain behind them, just holding each other. As the butterflies in her stomach settled, Julia realized how much she almost lost–that feeling of peace, that comfort.
They didn’t have to discuss it–didn’t have to pick it apart at the seams until it unraveled before them. It didn’t matter that it would end in a few weeks. It didn’t matter that they both knew whatever it was could never be more than what it was right at that moment. It just was, and they just were. And that was all either of them needed.



Chapter Twenty-One
There’s this moment of bliss in the morning, right before you open your eyes but yet are fully awake. When the lights shine through the curtains even though they claimed to block out the morning when you purchased them. When the sheets wrap around you like a gown, ice cold as they drape over your bare thighs. And everything is silent.
At that moment, life doesn’t exist. Your family, your job, your problems haven’t sunk back into your consciousness. Everything you wished you’d done or didn’t isn’t there. All your hopes and worries, gone. All that is there is a little haze in the back of your mind, the contentness of your body before it all comes rushing back.
But it does come rushing back at some point.
“Ugh.” Julia rolled into the sheets beside her, burying her face into the feather pillow.
She kissed Erin. She kissed Erin. And she liked it. No, she loved it. The way her stomach stirred, lightning every cell in her body. The way her warm hands trailed along her body. The way their bodies fit so perfectly together, swells and dips melding into one. The way her cupid’s lips tasted, lasting and always longing.
She wanted to do it again. She wanted to do it over and over until there were no breaths left. She wanted to always be in view of those starry eyes, always sucked into their vortex.
For once she thought with her heart instead of her head. She put what made her happy ahead of all else, what she wanted ahead of anyone else. And no one died. Nothing burned to the ground.
But could it mean anything at all? At some point, Erin will go back to Virginia and continue to live her life on the beach. She’ll leave and forget Kleinton and Julia ever existed. For her, it was probably a fling. For her, it would end in a few weeks.
Could Julia do that? Have this amazing thing with that gorgeous woman and pretend it didn’t matter after? Could she kiss her like that again, knowing there would be a time when she wouldn’t be able to anymore? Does she want that? Does she want to be that reckless with her already fragile body and mind?
She opened her eyes and stared at the spinning fan above her. That kiss couldn’t just be a temporary thing for her. It only happened twice and already she couldn’t forget. It couldn’t be nothing, because it was already something to her–and that was a game she already lost once.
Even with Marin in the back of her mind–wanting so badly to know what she was thinking, wishing so much that everything could just go back to normal–Erin felt inexorable. The entire last year was like walking on a tightrope, teetering on the edge more with every step. She struggled through it, determined to get to the other side, not knowing a bridge laid to her left. It was always in sight, always in touch. But she chose the tightrope. She chose the hard road.
Now she’s falling off, the fraying tether the only thing still attached. She’s been falling, just not feeling the weightlessness yet, knowing it was her doing all along. Until now. Now, she looked up because there was a forward somewhere within there.
She wanted to fall so badly into the unknown; she didn’t care if she came out or not. But there was no possible way this would end well. There was no probability, no scenario, that this would result in her getting the girl without losing something else. She tried, but there was no avoiding her feelings anymore.
She reluctantly got up–her tired knees threatening to give way when she arose. On her way to the kitchen for a cup of coffee, she stopped to run hot water in the shower.
At least it was the weekend, and she didn’t have to see Keegan and have her spidey mom-sense know something happened. She didn’t have to meet Erin’s eyes and have a conversation about why her mind was a ping-pong ball–the very cliché of Katy Perry’s Hot n Cold.
She stepped into the shower and let the boiling water rush over her body in waterfall strides. She stood under it until her pale skin flushed under the heat. She picked up her white luffa and put her favorite cashmere scent on it.
The warm musky fragrance filled the bathroom, swirling around her in hot strands, caressing her skin. As she rubbed it over herself–the suds forming and dissipating over the valleys of her body–she gasped in pain when it touched her left breast.
It was tender right beneath the nipple, sore almost, as she grazed the soft sponge over her. She hesitated, gently running her fingertip beneath the swell of it. There was a small bump, an almost unnoticeable hill that changed her familiar terrain.
She panicked, her stomach turning to knots as the luffa dropped from her grasp and sprayed bubbles up the surround of the shower. She quickly turned and rushed through the curtain, almost slipping on the suds beneath her feet.
Water pooled on the tile below her, dropping off her in connected rivers as the water pounded in the shower behind. She stood in front of the foggy mirror–her naked body pink with warmth–as she wiped the condensation, it trickling down the edges of her reflection. Gently, she pulled her breast towards her.
It was almost unnoticeable–barely even there as she looked and touched its presence. Has it always been there? Like a mole you forget you have on the back of your neck until you reach back to scratch it? Or was it a new invader who had mistakenly docked at the wrong shore?
Julia’s hands shook as she dropped them to her sides, the action in slow motion reflected back at her in the mirror. This can’t be happening. Life had done a good enough job–no, a fantastic fucking job–kicking her in the ass as it was. She didn’t need this, this possibility of something within her that didn’t belong.
Sure, she wanted to sink into that deep abyss more times than she could count, but not on the terms of something else. She wanted a choice. She needed to finally be the one who made the choice.
She was finally feeling more like herself. She was crawling at a snail’s pace at reclaiming it all, but she was finally moving. She was trying–trying to forget, trying to forgive, trying to move on. But just like that, the Jenga game of her existence removed one crucial piece, and she’s back to teetering.
Panic was something she became more and more accustomed to over the years. Panic in the overwhelming aspects of her job. Panic in the thought of living out the rest of her inconsequential life alone–never having another to share pancakes with on Sunday mornings, or stealing a kiss as the New Year’s Eve clock strikes midnight. Panic in the memories of a life not lived to the fullest; a life that never quite weighed as much as all the pressure she put upon it. Panic in not being enough, not doing enough.
Right at that moment, her panic was real. It took over her nerves, shaking her body to the core–her thoughts racing around a Daytona track. Her panic was time and the idea that there really might not be enough of it.
She picked up her phone with shaking hands, a wavering thumb hovering over her contacts. She knew who she wanted to call, who she wanted to wrap her in a comforting embrace.
Instead, she called the doctor she hadn’t heard from in years. Her tweety voice answered immediately, chirping about how long it had been. Julia couldn’t engage in the small talk, couldn’t waste another moment, and so she blurted it out mid conversation.
“I have a lump under my breast,” she gulped, leveling her voice.
She didn’t cry. The panic within her, squeezing the life out of every cell within her, didn’t reach her outside composure.
“Okay,” Dr. Rosel said quietly. “When can you come in?”
“What does this mean?” she asked, her quiet voice like a loudspeaker in her empty room.
“It could be a lot of things,” she said reassuringly. “We’ll get you in on Monday. We’ll take some scans, and we’ll tackle this together.”
Together. Just her and a distant doctor she hadn’t seen in more years than she cared to admit.
“Okay.”
“Is Marin there? Can I talk with her?” she asked, her voice full of satin comfort.
Julia’s chest clenched in agony. She placed one hand over it, twisting her skin into her fist until the pain was worse than what came from the inside.
“No. Marin and I aren’t together anymore.”
There was silence over the phone; too much silence. Why was there always so much silence? The type of silence no words could fill and make whole again.
“Do you have someone you can call?”
“Of course,” Julia lied.
“It’s important that you have someone, Julia.” She knew. Did everyone know? Was she made of glass, a spectacle for all to ogle at?
“I’ll see you first thing Monday morning, Dr. Rosel. Thank you for taking my call.”
And then she hung up. Together. Whatever it was, we’d get through it together.
She should call Keegan, her constant, but she couldn’t drag her into something like this when she had so much going on at home. She didn’t want to burden anyone–not without knowing exactly how much weight she would be laying on their already brittle shoulders. And so she didn’t call anyone. She didn’t tell anyone.
She laid back on the bed in her drenched towel as her dripping hair soaked the pillow beneath. Sun crept in through cracks in the blinds, but she didn’t open them. Her stomach growled, but she didn’t have the energy to get up. She laid there as the light turned to dusk, as Saturday came and went.
Saturday night she awoke to a racket vibrating the pillow next to her head. Her high-pitched piano ringtone blared in her ears, completely disorienting her slumber state. She reached across and touched the cold screen, her eyes squinting at the blue light screaming at her.
“Hello?” she croaked.
“Are you sleeping?” Keegan asked. “It’s 6:00 p.m. on a Saturday! Even the kids are up!”
“Just fell asleep while reading,” Julia lied, pushing back the bile that crept into the back of her throat. She rubbed her still exhausted eyes with the back of her palm as she rolled over and faced the ceiling. “What are you up to?”
“We just got back from dinner at Hennen’s Steakhouse,” she explained, screaming children her backup singers off in the distance. “It reminded me that I should remind you about our double date.”
Julia went blank. She remembered Keegan saying something about it months ago, and then maybe she said something else about it earlier that week. Her mind was a scrambled egg. Think. Think. Think. Did she say it was next week? Or was it the week after that?
“Of course,” she hummed. “I’ll be there. What was the place we were meeting at again?” Her head throbbed, a tension headache wrapping her shoulders in a vise, pulling at the temples and squeezing her neck.
“Rosana’s Hall at seven.”
“Ooh, fancy-smancy.”
“I told you, this is important for Ben! If he wants to make partner this year, Lauren needs to be wrapped around his fat little fingers.” She sighed deeply. They needed the raise that would come with making partner at the marketing firm. “Thank you for agreeing to this.”
“Just remember,” Julia said and smiled into the phone, “this is the last setup you get to guilt me into.”
“I know, I know,” she groaned. Julia could practically feel her eyes roll through the phone. “Just don’t be late, please!”
“When am I ever late?” Julia scoffed. “I’ll be there early. I have plenty of time to plan an outfit that will ‘knock her socks off.’”
“Why do I have a feeling you don’t remember what day we planned for?”
“Hmm?” She was caught red-handed.
“Julia,” Keegan sighed sternly. “You–”
“Next week,” she guessed, but with the gasp that escaped the mouth on the other end of the phone, she knew she was wrong.
“Do you ever listen to me when I talk!”
“Selectively.”
“Our reservation is for tomorrow, you doofus.”
“So, I wasn’t far off.”
“Ugh!” Keegan moaned through the phone and Julia could picture her palm pressed against her forehead.
“I won’t be late. I’ll be there,” she sighed.
She wanted nothing more than to hide away in that bed for the rest of her life, avoiding how the pulsating from her tender chest sent shivers up her spine.
They got off the phone and Julia disappeared back beneath the sheets. Her exhausted body welcomed the darkness behind her eyelids, sinking so deeply that only the noon daylight slithering through cracked blinds awoke her the next day.
Erin - 12:39 p.m.
Hey there.
Of course. She finally allowed herself to surrender to Erin, tried to embrace the unknown and think with her heart instead of her head. And now? She doesn’t even know if it was worth it, if there will be enough time to start living like she should have from the beginning.
Julia - 12:42 p.m.
Hey stranger.
Erin - 12:42 p.m.
I’m going to propose something, and you have to promise me you’ll consider it.
Julia - 12:43 p.m.
Propose? Erin Calanis, I barely know you.
Erin - 12:44 p.m.
Haha
Erin - 12:44 p.m.
I would like to take you out tomorrow night.
Shit.
Julia - 12:45 p.m.
I have something going on already… Raincheck?
Julia watched as those three little dots appeared and then disappeared.
Julia - 12:45 p.m.
I promise.
Erin began typing again, those same little blue dots, but she didn’t respond. Julia rolled back over, burying her face into the comforter to drown out the light. She laid there, the night moving on around her as she hoped the quietness would just shut up for once. Morning came and past, the sheets creased with wrinkles beneath her. She didn’t have the energy to get up.
As the sun began to set once again–her room highlighted in the most beautiful marigold hue–she inched herself closer to the edge of the bed. The clock on the wall ticked towards six. She didn’t have much time to pull herself together into a presentable adult.
While studying for her doctorate, she remembered reading that a psychologist somewhere–maybe Sweden or Norway–determined that taking scalding hot showers is a type of self-harm. Only now did Julia understand.
She stood underneath the boiling water until her skin matched the same shade as her lips. The way that water beat off her back, the sting beneath her skull, made her numb body feel something. She wanted to feel anything other than the anesthetic that coursed through her veins, the heaviness of the concrete that filled her limbs.
After she got out, careful not to touch her body too much or linger in front of the mirror, she pulled on a tan pair of cropped pants and a white blouse. A dark sweater slung over her shoulders as she slipped into heels. Her long blonde hair was curled perfectly, and it fell in tangled waves of her back. She forced herself to put on makeup, hiding the puffiness of her face that no amount of sleep would remedy.
She arrived at Rosana’s Hall early, just like promised. She sat in the warm car after she arrived, her forehead pressed against the steering wheel. She didn’t want to go in–didn’t want to give Keegan the chance to see her eyes and wonder if something was wrong.
She felt afraid, unsure of absolutely every choice she made up to that point. Everything is wrong. Everything but the way Erin’s body melted beneath her touch. And she wanted that, craved the feeling that would allow the butterflies to stop fluttering in her stomach.
A knock on her window jerked her into an upright position. She almost smacked her head on the roof of her car as she gripped the steering wheel for dear life, like that would save her if an intruder was trying to get into the vehicle.
Keegan stared at her from outside the window, a grin splitting her face in half. Julia took a deep breath, steadying her shaking hands before grabbing her purse and meeting her out in the cool March breeze.
“Thank you for coming.” Keegan hugged her with a strong grip and Julia almost lost her composure in that familiar contact.
She wanted to tell her so she could hold her and remind her that everything would be okay. She just wanted to hear those words, but she couldn’t. Not tonight. Keegan needed this.
“Anything for you,” Julia said, smiling as they pulled away.
“So, that means–”
“No,” she cut in. “This is your last romantic setup. Your matchmaking business is closed.” They both laughed a little as they walked towards the entrance, arm in arm. “Is Ben inside?”
“He’s still at work. He’s going to leave with Lauren shortly.” She looked down at the watch on her right wrist. “They’re probably almost here.”
They both got settled inside. They reserved a quiet booth in the corner, away from the hustle in the middle of the restaurant. A gold sconce hung from the dark beams across the ceiling, hovering over their glass table. Around them, quiet hums filled the air as extravagantly dressed couples and business soirees leaned over tables with deep chuckles in their throats and wine glasses in their hands. The sound of a subtle piano flowered in a far-off corner somewhere–the foundational layer of the ambiance in the massive hall.
They both relaxed in their seats. A waitress in a tight black dress was immediately by their side with a bottle of white wine to start off their meal. Julia took the offer graciously, smiling as she stated that the bottle could be left.
“Rough week?” chuckled Keegan, but she had no idea. Julia just nodded as she raised the glass to her lips once more. “It felt like it dragged on forever!” There was a slight pause, Julia unsure of what would spew from her lips if she opened them. “You’re not talking with Erin much anymore.” She didn’t mean to, but a groan escaped from her throat and Keegan’s eyebrows shot towards the gold crown molding covering every corner of the ceiling. “What?”
“We talked earlier this week,” she groaned. Keegan just studied her for a moment, her lips pulled into a swiggle. “It’s complicated.”
“You used to talk to me about complicated things,” she said softly.
She was right, and it stung the back of Julia’s cloudy eyes. They used to be an open book, words written together–binding reinforced with intertwined fingers that weather out every storm. It was always together.
“I’m sorry,” she sighed, reaching out to hold Keegan’s hand across the table–her fingers damp from the condensation on her cold glass. “You’re right. I’ve been a shitty friend lately.”
“Oh, stop–”
“No.” Julia shook her head. “Please, let me apologize. I’ve lost sight of what’s important, and I guess that includes our friendship. I didn’t mean to shut you out. I promise, I’ll do better.”
Keegan couldn’t hold back her smile, the way her cheeks pinkened just slightly.
“Thank you.”



Chapter Twenty-Two
Ben’s large frame was caught in her peripheral. His dark hair was parted and pulled back in waves on the sides. He lit up like the sun at the sight of his wife.
Keegan stood and accepted a kiss on the cheek, her fingers already straightening his jacket before he could even attempt to look Julia’s way. Once she pulled her hands away, Ben reached over and hugged Julia.
“It’s so good to see you, Ben.”
The smell of burnt oak and nighttime musk tickled her nose. His fitted black suit and cobalt tie matched Keegan’s dress.
“You too, Julia.” He stepped just slightly to the side to reveal his companion. “Thank you for joining us.”
Lauren was a taller woman, almost the same stature as Julia. Her white heels only accentuated her long legs. Her hair was long and dirty blonde, just a few shades darker than Julia’s, and it fell in pin straight lines over the front of her shoulders.
She wore a fitted white dress that halted mid-thigh, leaving little to the imagination. Her black belt only highlighted her waist, pulling Julia’s eyes so hard she had to focus on the glasses on her face instead.
While Keegan told her numerous stories about Lauren, she’d never actually met her. Her eyes were the deepest shade of brown, almost disappearing behind the reflection of her lenses. She was beautiful, striking in a way you wouldn’t expect–in a way Julia didn’t expect.
“I’m Julia.” She reached her hand out and touched the coldness of her long fingers. With each shake of their hands, her shoulders loosened a little more, settling underneath a screen to be let out another time.
“Lauren,” she greeted.
They filled in around the table. Lauren slid next to Julia, her legs crossed over the other and dangerously close to grazing hers. Short conversations swirled around them about work and home and the kids. Lauren’s voice, her laugh, softly liquified in Julia’s ears. It was soothing, but nothing compared to Erin’s.
Erin.
Here she was, actually taking her mind off things. Here she was with friends, enjoying herself while the clatter of dishes disappeared in the space of that room. But there was Erin in the back of her head–the only person she really wanted to be with, even then.
Lauren wasn’t anything like Keegan described. All of those stories about her having a cold heart–not even showing emotion as she fired someone or added another caseload to an already breaking intern–couldn’t possibly be about the woman sitting next to her.
“I could use a drink,” Ben stated after conversations died down.
“I’m heading to the bar to get another one myself.” Julia stood. “What would you like?”
“Scotch on the rocks would be amazing. Anything for you, love?”
“I’m still finishing my merlot,” Keegan said with a smile.
“Scotch coming up.”
“I’ll come with you.” Lauren stood too, pulling her long hair behind one shoulder as she did. “I could use another drink.”
Julia waited for her, their arms brushed as they walked slowly across the room.
“Am I stressing you out that much?” she joked. Lauren turned towards her as they sat on a stool in front of the bar.
“Actually,” Lauren said as she adjusted her seat and smiled at the bartender, who motioned finger in the air to suggest he’d be right over, “I’m having a much nicer time than I anticipated.”
“Me too,” Julia agreed. “Blind arrangements are really awkward.”
“This would be my first, so I’m not too familiar with them. Are you a professional?”
“Professional blind-dater?” Julia laughed.
Lauren leaned against her hand and she allowed her weight to push into the clean tile on the counter. She observed her for a moment, watching Julia with such precision she felt self-conscious.
“So, Keegan’s told me a lot about you,” Julia said. Suddenly Lauren’s face hardened a little as if she was fighting the rose-colored rouge touching her cheeks.
“Oh,” she sighed. “I hope I’m not as bad in person,” she grimaced.
“Oh, stop!” Julia playfully pushed her arm. “I will admit, you’re nothing like I expected.”
She leaned over the counter and gave the bartender their order. Her empty glass was filled within seconds and the rest of their drinks sat before them.
“I’m going to believe that is a good thing,” she said, grinning. “So, are you going to tell me how you ended up here being forced to dine with me?” She still knelt on her arm, her gaze never leaving Julia.
“I wouldn’t say forced,” Julia teased. “More like coerced.”
“Semantics,” she huffed, a smile spreading out across the landscape of her sharp face, cheekbone angles that could’ve been carved from stone.
Julia couldn’t help the ping of guilt in her gut. She was actually enjoying herself, relaxed by the easy nature of the night so far. It was a good idea to come out, to allow herself the chance to push everything else out of her mind instead of sitting in every worst-case scenario.
“You, on the other hand,” Julia continued, trying to lighten the mood, “I’m sure were dragged kicking and screaming. I can picture Ben pulling you out of the office, still in your chair.”
Lauren held a hand over her mouth as she laughed at the picture now dancing in her head. She placed the glass she just drank from on the counter. She gave a little cough, almost as if the wine got stuck between giggles. Julia couldn’t help but smile at the sight.
“You okay over there?” she asked, reaching out and placing a gentle touch on her arm. It was no different than she would do for Keegan, but still, it felt wrong.
Lauren nodded, hand still covering her mouth as she fought to swallow another sip of wine. Julia took another sip of her own, contagious laughter forming in the back of her own throat.
“I am.” Lauren cleared her throat and drank the rest of what was in her glass. She slid it over on the counter and the bartender was already refilling it. “I know that probably didn’t seem that funny to you. I’ve worked seven days a week for years, and I just realized how nice it is to have a casual conversation with someone.”
Her words were déjà vu to Julia–a mantra she’d said in her head more times than she could count.
“I completely understand.”
Lauren reached out and placed her hand on Julia’s knee, her eyes trailing down and then back up to her face as if asking if it was okay.
“Thank you for being coerced,” Lauren said as she smiled, her voice low and sultry.
Julia began to open her mouth to draw a thin line in the sand, to explain whatever was happening was crossing a threshold.
“Julia?” a voice called from behind her.
It all happened so fast. She turned on the stool, her back towards the bar, with Lauren’s hand still on her thigh. In front of her stood Erin. A fitted navy dress hugged every slight curve of her body. Sun-drenched skin peeked through a slit that traveled up her thigh, drawing Julia’s eyes immediately. Her hair was pulled away from her face, eyes twinkling widely in the lighting. It took that long to understand that Erin was staring at a stranger’s hand placed on Julia’s body.
“Erin?” Julia questioned her presence, standing from her stool. The movement forced Lauren’s hand to drop, but neither of them noticed. “What are you doing here?”
“A few of us decided to go to the theater and then came here to wind down,” she explained, pointing towards a few faculty members at a table on the far end of the restaurant. Julia was suddenly flustered, completely embarrassed, even though she knew she shouldn’t be.
“This is Lauren, a colleague of Ben’s,” she hurriedly explained. “Lauren, this is Erin. She’s the lead evaluator for the McSellen Corporation. She’s been working at Kleinton with us the last couple of months.”
Erin’s eyes lowered, disappointment noticeable even in that lack of lighting.
“Nice to meet you.” Lauren shook her hand.
There was an incredibly awkward silence–no one daring to fill it–everyone confused over the tension. Erin just looked at Julia, eyes boring holes into her head and out the other side.
“Well, we should get back to Keegan and Ben,” she suggested, purposefully dropping names, so Erin knew this wasn’t a date date.
“Me too,” she agreed, but then stumbled with her words, “I mean, to everyone else.”
“I’ll see you at work?” Julia asked, stepping aside with their drinks. Erin nodded and then approached the bar, her back to them both.
They walked back to their table, setting the drinks down as they sat. Ben and Keegan were laughing over an unheard conversation, obviously not upset for the alone time.
“We thought you two got lost along the way,” Ben teased. He picked up his Scotch, the ice cubes ringing off the glass as he swirled it in front of his nose.
“Nothing’s ever fast enough for you, is it?” Julia joked.
“You could have gotten it yourself if you wanted it any quicker.” Keegan’s eyebrows raised but her mouth cracked into a smile.
Lauren gave a little chuckle. “I love being surrounded by so many women who put you into your place, Ben.”
“I’m sure this is amusing,” he mused sarcastically.
They sat and drank until decadent food was placed before them. They laughed over work, over kids, over how life constantly threw curve balls at every opportunity. They discussed their company’s merger and the current contract they were working on.
Lauren asked Julia about her role within the school, and they related over the years they climbed invisible ladders–the battles they fought and won along the way to be standing on top of the mountain.
But yet? But yet. But yet. But yet. But yet. But yet. Erin.
Julia couldn’t focus on anything because every time she looked up, every time she lost focus in the distance, she found Erin’s glistening eyes catching hers. They were always on her, always pointing downward in such a way that she looked small. She’s never been small. Her jaw was visibly tense, noticeable even that far away.
“I’m really happy you agreed to come out tonight.” Lauren leaned towards her, her breath warm on Julia’s collarbone.
Keegan and Ben disappeared towards the bar, taking full advantage of their night without the kids.
“Me too,” Julia admitted honestly.
She needed the reprieve, needed the time out of the house. But sitting there with her when Erin was there too? It was indescribably painful–the feeling of creepy, crawly bugs covering your body to the point of manic discontentment.
As she looked up and caught Erin’s attention again, she realized that she didn’t want to be there with Lauren. She didn’t want to be there with anyone other than Erin.
Lauren leaned against the table, her face tilted towards her. She opened her mouth to speak, but Julia caught movement out of the corner of her eye. She watched Erin stand abruptly, a few teachers stopping her to ask something that didn’t carry through the air. She kept walking towards the exit, leaving her jacket and bag in the seat she stood from.
“I’m sorry.” Julia began to stand, her eyes glued to the swinging door Erin just disappeared behind. “I’ll be right back.”
She didn’t wait for a response as she rushed after her–didn’t look back to gauge Lauren’s reaction. She stepped out onto the sidewalk. The night air slapped her in the face, momentarily taking her breath away as it conflicted with the heat rising from her body.
She looked to her right. Nothing but concrete walkways lined her path. She turned her head to the left and saw a little navy dress walking away from her at a pace that should only be possible for someone with longer legs.
“Erin!” she called, but she didn’t look back. She jogged down the sidewalk, not easy in her heels, to catch up to her. “Erin!”
“I really don’t want to talk right now.” Her voice was cold, as sturdy as stone, and she refused to look Julia in the face.
“Erin, please slow down,” she begged, her shallow breath clouding in front of her.
Erin stopped abruptly, almost forcing Julia to trip over her own feet. She wrapped her arms around her waist, the air too cold for bare skin.
“What do you want, Julia?”
“What’s wrong? Are you okay?”
The words left Julia’s lips, but she regretted them immediately. Erin just looked at her–a broken expression stamped on her face–covered in silence as her eyes glossed over.
“I don’t know what to say to you,” she admitted, her voice shattering to a million pieces as she spoke the last syllable.
“What–”
“You kissed me,” she blurted, tears welling in her eyes. “After everything. After asking you to give us a shot. After spending all that time with you. After you told me no over, and over, and over, and over again! After I tried so hard not to fall for you. You kissed me!”
Julia couldn’t find words. In her pocket was a dictionary, but it was blank. In her mind, a tornado of apologies swirled, but nothing came out of her opened mouth. The heat from her chest rose to her ears, and she swore she could feel her blood pump in every tunnel that lined her body.
So many thoughts flooded her mind–Erin’s touch, Veronica’s disappointment, keeping everything from her best friend, work, exhaustion, Marin, that mother-fucking lump on her breast–but it was like focusing on one speck of glitter thrown into the breeze.
Wait. Did she say fall for me?
“I did,” Julia gulped. “I kissed you.”
And she wanted to say she would do it over and over again if Erin let her, if she wanted. Julia wanted to ask her if she fell for her like she had, if she smacked the pavement as hard as she did when she first looked into her eyes.
Please, want this too.
“So why,” her voice croaked, strained beneath the weight she was carrying, “why are you here with her when you keep telling me no?” Julia was mute. “Oh,” Erin sighed. “I guess I just misunderstood. You just don’t want that with me. You can be with someone after Marin. Just not me.”
She began to walk away, her head shaking vigorously in disbelief. Julia couldn’t let her go, not with that notion in her head. She rushed after her, desperation shaking her legs.
“Stop,” she begged. “Please, don’t walk away! Lauren is just the double date Keegan asked me to go on! The one we talked about that time you came over for Sunday football! She’s no one! You have it all wron–”
“You know what?” Erin spun around on her foot, coming dangerously close to Julia’s face. “You coming out tonight to help a friend is one thing. You choosing this date over going out with me tonight is one thing. The flirting? The touching? The looks between you two? That is another thing entirely.” She paused and Julia’s heart broke at the sight of tears silently streaming down her cheeks. “I can’t watch you with someone else. I can barely get through a day sitting next to you in the same room, knowing you don’t feel the same way about me. I can’t sit here and hear your laugh knowing it’s another woman causing it.”
As her voice trailed off and disappeared beneath layers of ruins, she turned back around and walked away. Julia let her go–more for the reason that she was mounted into place on the sidewalk, and less due to conscious decision.
Everything Erin just said was floating before her, jumbled words that have meaning but don’t make sense. She was right. Julia played the part too well, enjoyed it too much. She let herself get carried away, leading on Lauren, when really all she wanted was an escape from her life for the time being. She pushed her too far this time.
Julia stood there, her skin in pins and needles, until the sound of Erin’s heels faded into the darkness. She was quicksand–the sinking feeling in her bones so powerful that she was sure she was falling through the ground into a never-ending abyss.
Falling. Falling. Falling. Oh, how far she’s fallen.
She walked back into Rosana’s with pink arms and wind-bitten cheeks. The chatter at the table quieted as she approached. They looked up with expectation and confusion, no one privy to the theatrical she starred in.
“I’m not feeling well.” She cleared her throat. “I think I’m going to turn in early. Lauren, it was so nice meeting you. Thank you for a lovely night.” Lauren opened her mouth, but Keegan spoke first.
“I’ll walk you out.” Keegan stood abruptly, flashing a look she couldn’t discern towards Ben. She matched her pace as they reached the outside of the building. “What’s going on?”
“Erin was here,” she confessed, remembering she promised to be more open with her. She rubbed her eyes with the palms of her hands, wishing away the crawling feeling that still spread across her body.
“Oh.”
“And she saw me with Lauren.”
“Why does that matter?” she asked, dark eyes narrowing as she stared. When Julia didn’t answer right away, her eyes went wide. “Julia,” she warned.
“We had a moment. Like an Earth-shattering moment. A moment that changes everything.”
“And you’re just telling me this now!”
“She saw me with Lauren and she thought she saw something else.”
“Like what?”
“Enjoying her company too much, apparently.” She sighed, rubbing her temples as she squeezed her eyes closed. Keegan shifted her weight onto one hip and pulled her lips into a sympathetic smile. “She asked me out earlier, but we already had this planned.” She groaned, “I fucked up, Keegan. See,” she unknowingly shouted, “this is why I can’t get close to people! This is why I belong by myself!”
Keegan pulled her overwhelmed being into a hug. “You deserve whatever your heart is telling you to go after,” she breathed into her gold strung hair.
“I can’t do this right now.” Julia let go. “It’s too much. Everything is too much. Life is too much and I feel like my heart is beating a million miles a minute and might actually just burst from my chest.”
Keegan just held her, squeezing her tight as the heaving of her body slowed just slightly.
“If you told me about Erin, I wouldn’t have forced you to do this.”
“What?”
“I can tell, Julia. She’s not just someone to you.” She hesitated, pulling away from their embrace and looking into her eyes. “If you told me you finally realized that, that you were finally ready to take that step forward, I wouldn’t have made you come tonight.”
But if she wasn’t just someone, what did that make her? What could possibly be between two adults who live in separate states, who have different goals, who are at different stages of their lives?
“I can’t do this right now. I just have so much… I’ll see you tomorrow.”
And she did what she always did when the pressure became too much–she disappeared.



Chapter Twenty-Three
Even with the hour she crawled into bed, she didn’t sleep. Her head spun. Her chest ached, and she couldn’t get rid of the sickening feeling twisting in her stomach. She couldn’t eat, couldn’t drink anything that wouldn’t threaten to come back up.
She called Keegan that morning on her way to the doctor’s office. She at least had to explain her absence for the day.
“Hey there.” Julia tried to sound upbeat as possible, as normal as possible despite what occurred just hours earlier. “I’ve had some things come up and I’m going to be out today. I’ve already let the other admins know, so they’ll be filling in as needed.”
“Wow! Julia Jenner using personal time?” She laughed, and that sound warmed Julia’s heart. “What’s your big plans?”
“Just some appointments that came up.” She tried to stick as close to the truth as possible. She never was a good liar. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Will do, boss.” Then she paused, the call not ending yet. “Is this about last night?”
“No,” Julia answered honestly. “It has nothing to do with that. I promise.”
Keegan was quiet for a moment on the other side.
“Have a good day off!”
Julia clicked the off button on her Bluetooth. The only noise left was the sound of the tires on pavement–the thudding of rubber and weeks old salt being kicked up, beating beneath the car.
When she pulled into the small family practice, she couldn’t bring herself to get out of the car. She couldn’t turn it off. Her foot was placed firmly on the brake as her hand hovered over the shifter still in the drive position.
She could just leave. She could pretend she never found that little bump and go home. She could call Erin. They could have their stupid little fling and allow herself to get swept up in another’s loving embrace. She could finally let her body release every pent-up mistake with the weight of Erin’s on top of her. Then she’d be able to truly let go.
She could allow herself those moments of fleeting happiness. Blissfully ignorant. Isn’t it funny that after so many years of seeking out all the information she could, now she wished she could claim ignorance?
Just when she thought that was the decision she had made–her eyes on the rearview mirror as he gripped the gear stick–Dr. Rosel opened the door of the office before her. She wore a long white medical coat, a wide smile across carnation lips. She waved her in, those frail arms beckoning in the wind, too aware Julia had sat in that running car for far too long.
“Good morning,” Julia said as she smiled and exited her car.
“It is so good to see you.” She opened the door and Julia walked inside. “I wish it was under different circumstances. How long has it been?”
“I’m not sure. The last few years have been busy.”
“I’m sorry to hear.” Her smile faded–her ringless finger caught in the headlights.
“Thank you.”
What do you say to an apologetic statement like that? What is the correct response to diffuse that type of awkward situation? It’s like when someone dies and all you have to offer is, I’m so sorry for your loss. Well, no shit.
Everyone is sorry and you hear it over and over until the very words grate on your last nerve. You know people mean well. You know they are just trying to comfort you in a time of need, but there’s no comfort when a piece of your life disappears. There’s no comfort in words or actions. They need the time and space to pick up the pieces left and figure out a new way that they can fit together.
Dr. Rosel led Julia into a small, stark room. The lights shone brighter than the Florida sun, reflecting off-white walls to a point of almost glowing against the pale-yellow curtains.
“So, take this gown.” She handed Julia one of those thin, pale green excuses for a cover up. “Put it on and let us know when you’re ready. We’re going to do an examination, and then some imaging. It shouldn’t take long and it’ll be relatively painless.”
“Okay.” Julia nodded, her already cold skin forming goosebumps beneath her clothes.
Relatively painless?
She dressed and then the nurses came in to take her vitals. They went over her body, asking about tenderness and normality, when the lump was first noticeable, if she had any other symptoms. They noted her fatigue, nausea, and headaches–all normal occurrences. They checked her eyes, ears, throat, and every other orifice they could shine a light into.
And then they took her into another room, even colder than the last, her grippy hospital socks sticking to the glossy floor as she walked down the hallway. She walked in and saw the machine standing before her. It was tall and stark white, just like the walls and everything else.
She had to open her gown, press her breast against the cold plate, and hold her breath as it felt like life was being squeezed out of her. It pinched and stung, throbbing even after it was over. Those few minutes, the coldness absorbing into her skin, was more traumatic than the drive over. As the mammogram machine x-rayed her tissue, it began to feel real.
She got dressed alone, slowly pulling chilled clothes over her goosebumps and gurgling stomach. Isn’t it funny how nurses leave you after an invasive exam to get dressed? As if they didn’t see the most personal parts of you sprawled across a sterile exam table under fluorescent bulbs?
They told her it would take a few days to get the exam results, but not to worry. It could be nothing. It was probably nothing.
She contemplated going to work when she got home. She even pulled a dress from her closet and hung it on the back of the door. She pulled earrings from her vanity and placed matching navy shoes neatly on the floor. She had every intention of going. Almost.
As she stripped down to her bare skin, she couldn’t take her eyes off of her slightly pink, swelled chest. Her breasts were red with irritation–poked, pulled, squished in ways they shouldn’t be contorted into.
She couldn’t go. She couldn’t walk into that brick building and pretend everything was alright. She couldn’t smile at anyone while she fought the urge to throw up. She couldn’t see Keegan and lie and say everything was fine, because she really didn’t know anymore. There was something looming in the distance. There was the feeling of Erin disappearing before her.
Instead, she wrapped herself in fuzzy sweatpants, a pullover sweater, and laid on the couch with all the blinds in the house still closed. She turned on the television–not that she was watching it–as a sound buffer to fill the emptiness that radiated from still walls. She pulled out her phone, running through excuses she could use to avoid work in her head.
Julia - 6:38 p.m.
Hey! I’m not feeling well, so I won’t be in tomorrow. Please cancel my morning meetings and reschedule them for next week.
Keegan - 6:39 p.m.
Awh! Did that stomach bug get you? Ben wasn’t feeling well after dinner. Food poisoning?
Julia - 6:40 p.m.
Maybe. Hopefully it all passes soon.
Keegan 6:40 p.m.
I can bring you some of my famous chicken noodle soup.
Julia 6:41 p.m.
Thanks! But I’m okay. I think I just need rest.
Keegan 6:43 p.m.
Feel better!
She set her phone down on the coffee table and noticed her hands were shaking. The last thing she needed was Keegan at her house, or anyone, for that matter, doting over her. She wanted the quiet. She wanted the silence. She sought the nothingness, because that was the only thing that felt like home anymore.
As Monday passed, she couldn’t find the energy to work on her computer. She didn’t scour over reports or unread emails that piled towards mountainous heights. She laid on that couch as countless movies flashed across the screen and seemed to end just as fast as they started.
She ignored the phone calls from Keegan–no doubt trying to check on how she was doing. She ignored the cold messages from Erin with evaluations needing her review. She ignored the world.
She kept her phone on the coffee table before her, the volume turned up to max capacity. Every few minutes she’d open it and scan through her call log. There were no missed calls from the hospital, but she had to check. It’s probably nothing.
Surely they would rush her imaging. Surely they knew how important and time sensitive it all was. Surely they knew she was lying there in a ball, her knees pulled to her chest, while she contemplated why she’d been so afraid of living for so many years when they might be all she’d ever be allotted. It’s nothing.
Nothing.
Nothing.
Nothing.
If this was it for her–if cancer was what got her in the end–she was stupid for being so afraid of everything else. She took for granted every kiss, every touch. And when they were gone and only the ghost of Marin’s skin was left on Julia’s? Well, she buried herself with those memories instead of rising from the ashes like the phoenix she held within.
Instead of burying herself in her work, she should’ve been living. She should’ve taken that trip in the fall to the Adirondacks–admiring golden amber and maroon leaves falling hundreds of feet to the foliage living at the bottom of the mountain.
She should’ve rented that cabin deep in the woods–the one on the lake with the canoe clinging to a rickety old dock–and basked in the intimacy of experiencing it all on her own. She should’ve sat around a crackling fire with nothing but the quiet caw of birds and rustling trees filling the air. She should’ve brought her canvas and painted the way the water reflected the pine trees across the lake–the way the surface ripples turn a subtle yellow in the reflection of the sun setting above.
What she couldn’t push out of her mind the most–what tugged at the seams of her being–was that she should’ve taken Erin home that night in The Tipsy Hatter. She should’ve given into every impulse her body was electrifying into her and said yes. She should’ve soaked up the vanilla scent into her bedsheets and buried her face in her morning hair, savoring every last remnant of an unforgettable night.
She should have lived. She should have said yes at every turn, and now she may not have that chance again. How sad is it? To only now realize you wasted so much of your life on the little things? Is this what the very foundation of a mid-life crisis is built upon? Does everyone go through this moment of clarity and think they’re the last fool on Earth, or is everyone just uniquely set in their own misery?
Tuesday passed and there was still no call. It was worse than knowing. She texted Keegan again and told her she wouldn’t be in. She ignored all the other texts, calls, and emails. She tried to stay busy–tried to catch up on work or read the newspaper. She scoured over online articles about new legislation regarding LGBT students, anything to get her mind off of the rest.
She wanted to talk to Erin, desperate to ask for her forgiveness again. She wanted to explain everything–explain that she wished she was with her that night, not Lauren. But she knew she wouldn’t answer even if she did call. The way her voice broke would be ingrained in Julia’s memory until her last breath. It will scar over her skin, embedding itself to her forever.
She still wore the fuzzy sweats from the day before. She should shower–taking the stench of the sweat-soaked, sleepless night off of her. She should have drunk some water instead of having another cup of black coffee that just stretched her blood-shot eyes. She should have eaten something instead of drinking half a bottle of merlot as the sun settled beyond the horizon.
She should’ve done anything other than curl back onto the couch, the blanket pulled tight around her body as she prayed for rest. Just as her tired eyes slipped close–her body curled into the cushions like a snake–the doorbell chimed throughout the house.
Dammit, Keegan.
She pulled the blankets over her head and tried so hard to get back to the almost unconscious state. She’d go away. She’d take the hint and leave. Then the bell rang again.
She groaned as she sat up, throwing the blankets to the side in a toddler’s tantrum mode. She took down her hair and ran her fingers along her scalp. With a sigh, she clipped it back up and then walked to the door.
If she just answered that call or text message, she wouldn’t have to face her. She wouldn’t have to let her inside and tell her everything, wouldn’t have to apologize for keeping something that serious to herself. She wouldn’t have to look at the worry in her eyes as she tried to reassure her that it would be alright when she wasn’t even sure about that herself.
Isn’t it funny how when you’re the sickest–when you go through something no one else should have too–you’re the one that has to be sorry? You’re the fragile piece of China in the pawnshop. You’re the weakest link, but somehow, others are the ones needing reassurance. Because it’s one thing to have something wrong, to go through something unimaginable, but it’s entirely different to not be okay.
“Keegan,” Julia sighed, “I know, I know–”
She opened the door in haste, already preparing for the look in her dark eyes. When the door swung open and the cold wind wrapped around her, she realized she had it all wrong.
They both stood there, staring at the other.
Marin.



Chapter Twenty-Four
“I can’t do this right now.” Julia’s voice shook as she tried to close the door, but Marin’s trembling hand stopped her.
“Please, Jules. Please,” she begged, her hand still firmly placed, holding the door open.
Marin paused as she took her in, in her entirety. Julia hadn’t slept in days. Dark bags cupped her sleepless eyes. Her face was puffy, not from crying, but from the fear that held her down. Her clothes were stretched and baggy from being over worn, overslept in. Her hair was blatantly ill kept and fell in tangled twirls from her clip. She looked disheveled in a way she never had before. It was the picture of everything Julia Jenner was not.
“Are you okay?” she asked, her eyes turned downward in genuine concern. Her chapped lips parted slightly, words hanging on the tip of her tongue. How long did she wait outside that door in the cold before she rang that bell?
“I can’t do this, Marin.” Julia shook her head. “Not today. Not right now.”
“I’m sorry,” her raspy voice came out breathless gasp, desperate to say it before Julia closed the door.
“What?” she asked.
She heard her; she just couldn’t process the statement. She had to fight back the tears that threatened to make their grand appearance. Of course. Now she’d cry, in front of the woman who didn’t deserve her tears.
“I’m sorry,” she repeated. “I’m sorry for everything,” she paused, hoping Julia would fill the space, but she couldn’t. “Please, let me in.”
Julia stood there, one hand across her stomach gripping her waist at the other side and the other still firmly on the door. She could close it. If she pushed it hard enough, Marin would have to let go. She’d ignore the doorbell and knocks that’d follow, and eventually it would stop.
“I signed your damn papers.” Her voice was quiet but layers of disdain could be tasted at the last note. “You’re free.”
Marin’s face winced at the word free, as if she wasn’t the one who walked out without another word, throwing fifteen years of marriage down the drain.
Julia wanted to tell her that she didn’t have to do this, that she could just leave. She was finally liberated; there was no more of her old bag and chain to weigh her down. She could live her life the way she’d always wanted, go after what she was missing, and there’d be nothing to hold her back. Not anymore.
“I never wanted to be free,” she sighed, her voice broken beneath layers of regret.
Julia didn’t know she was doing it, but she opened the door further so she could step inside. Marin hovered in the hallway, eyes glued to the empty walls that still hadn’t been cleaned. She looked around at the lack of decor, lack of her presence, lack of a life moving on.
“I’ll make some tea,” Julia murmured, walking to the kitchen as she rubbed her eyes.
She put on the kettle as Marin walked slowly from the entryway–her eyes darting across rooms and solemnly falling to the floor. She inched closer to the kitchen, her eyes scanning over the living room. Julia’s blanket and pillows were on the couch, ruffled and wrinkled, obviously used for days that blended together.
“Shouldn’t you be at work?” Marin asked, pulling her red hair behind her ears. She leaned on the island, gripping her shaking hands together.
“I haven’t been feeling well,” Julia answered reluctantly.
She turned towards the cabinet and took down two mugs. Her hand hovered over the ceramic one Marin always used–the one she couldn’t bring herself to get rid of–but she chose the green one next to it instead.
“Maybe you should see Dr. Rosel,” she suggested with good intentions, but Julia turned to her with a defeated look. A look of surrender? A look of exhaustion? “I’m sorry–it’s not my place.”
“It’s not,” Julia quietly agreed.
She placed her hands firmly on the countertop, her back to Marin. She closed her eyes tightly as a deep breath filled her lungs and the kettle screeched in the distance. She poured steaming water into both of their cups and set them aside to steep.
Leaning on the counter, she turned back to her red-haired beauty. Oh, how she missed staring at those ocean-depth eyes. Marin’s sweatshirt hung over her jeans, but they didn’t look basic on her. She was all her own, undeniably.
They stood in silence. Julia turned back towards the tea, dripping just a little honey into Marin’s.
“You remember,” she said and smiled as Julia slid it across the counter.
“I made it for you like this for almost twenty years.” Her voice was colder than she intended. “You don’t just forget.”
“Right,” she said as she nodded slowly, avoiding eye contact entirely.
“So, what is it?” asked Julia. “What is so important that you need to talk to me right now?”
Marin thought about her answer, turning towards the living room when words failed her. “Did you throw them away?” she said, motioning to the blank walls.
Julia just looked at her for a moment. She was going to give her another cold, feelingless answer. It was right on the tip of her tongue. Then she really looked at her. Her already thin face was sunken in, eyes not sparkling like they used to. When she pulled her lips up to smile, it was just slight and then gone.
“No,” she surrendered. “Never. They’re in a box in the basement. You can have them.”
“Oh,” Marin replied.
Her voice was so soft, so relieved and hurt at the same time, that it twisted Julia’s stomach even more. Was this just as hard for her as it was for Julia–to have her standing in a place that was empty due to her absence for so long?
“Come sit,” Julia suggested, but more for her weak legs than the comfort of her guest.
Julia picked up her tea and walked to the couch. She pushed the blankets to the side and took a seat. Marin could have sat next to her, but she took the safe route and sat in the chair on the other side of the room. She held her warm mug in her hands, her eyes never leaving the steam swirling above it.
“I meant it when I said I’m sorry.” She briefly looked up. “I will forever be sorry.”
“Why?” Julia asked.
She wasn’t trying to get a rise out of her. She wasn’t trying to be coy. She wanted to know how she could be so sorry, but do it anyway. Not just stick with it for a few days and then come back, but a year of nothingness.
“Because you always deserved better.” She let out an exasperated breath, tears glossing over her eyes.
Julia involuntarily grunted, her eyes rolling. That was crap. The biggest steaming pile of crap she’d heard in a longtime. You don’t just leave decades of a life with a woman you claim to love without another word and then come back and tell them they deserved better. No shit, Sherlock.
“And yet, you never reached out. Never called. Never explained what happened. You never gave me the chance–”
“I’m sorry for that too,” she cut in.
“What happened?”
Julia could barely fight the tears. She was too afraid to blink because then they’d start falling and never stop. They slammed on a door in the back of her eyelids, splitting the wood as they begged to be let out.
“I didn’t know the state we were in,” Julia confessed. “Not to the extent it would have taken for you to leave me.”
“I, I, I,” she couldn’t get it out–tears glistening over the cerulean in her eyes, “I woke up one morning and you were still asleep.” She set her tea down on the table as she wiped above her cheeks. “I just looked at you and I felt so much love, even after all that time. I looked around and I couldn’t remember what we were doing. I couldn’t remember the last time I made you laugh–really laugh. I couldn’t remember the last time I thanked you for making my lunch, or getting me tea, or making the bed. I couldn’t remember the last time I told you how beautiful you are.”
Julia’s face was now covered in streams of salty tears blurring her vision, but she refused to wipe them–too afraid that if she allowed her eyes to close even for a mili-second, Marin would disappear just like last time.
“I realized I was no longer good for you. I was always mad,” she paused, “and at you, of all people, when you were nothing but the sweetest partner anyone could ask for. I wasn’t putting you first. I wasn’t thinking about how my words, or how the lack of, could hurt you.”
“And so you ran away instead of telling me?”
“Jules, I ran away because I didn’t know how to fix something that broken.” Now she was crying too. “My love,” she sobbed, “I wanted you so badly to be happy… It killed me when I realized that I couldn’t do that anymore.”
Julia sighed and stood, grabbing the tissue box before her shirt was permanently stained. She pulled out a few and then slid it across the table to Marin. She didn’t sit back down. She paced behind the couch–the tissue pressed firmly on her eyelids until red dots blurred her vision like painful sun rays.
“You know what?” She stopped walking and faced her. “You shouldn’t have made that decision for me. You don’t get to go around and make decisions that affect us both. You don’t get to leave and leave me in this big house! You don’t get to make me think it’s my fault!”
“You’re right.”
“You don’t even get to say that,” Julia’s voice broke. “I tried. God knows I tried, Mar.”
Tears streamed down her face and soaked her sweater. She wiped them with her already drenched tissue, smearing those salty droplets across her skin. Marin leaned forward on her knees, her legs and hands visibly shaking.
“You tried harder than you should have,” she agreed. “You were trying for the both of us when I already gave up.”
Her voice cut off at the end. She broke into such a gut clenching cry that she hid her face in her hands. How could something happen so long ago but still be so fresh? How could any layer of healing be instantly taken away by such a momentous flood?
“Why,” Julia cried, “why couldn’t you just admit that then?”
“Because I didn’t realize it until I was too far gone,” she confessed–her tears streaking mascara down her face. “I told myself over and over that you were better off without me. I said it again and again until I believed it. I couldn’t bring myself to see you because I knew I couldn’t walk away from you again. I never wanted to in the first time. Then I saw you in that theater and I didn’t know what to do.”
“I just started to heal.” Julia held her breath, forcing the cries to settle in the back of her throat. “I just started learning how to pick myself off the floor and then there you were calling me Jules.” She gasped for air–holding her breath for too long as she shunned all feeling away.
“I didn’t know–”
“You should have known.”
Marin was now on her feet, walking towards Julia, who was leaning against the back of the couch for support. She placed her hand on her back, the feeling of her fingertips like the warmth of the sun on a chilly November night.
“When was the last time you thought of me before seeing me in that theater?” Julia asked.
She looked up into Marin’s glistening eyes, lost in the comfort of her scent. Marin pulled her into a hug, Julia’s face nestled into the curve of her neck. She still smelled like feminine spice, like fresh apple pie during the holidays.
“Every day,” she breathed into her hair, “every single day I thought of you. Every day I remembered what we had. I don’t know why it took me so long to realize how special it was.”
They clung to each other like it was the last thing they had left. They sobbed into hair, onto skin, making it sticky and wet. Everything was felt in those fingertips, the pounding of their heartbeats reverberating back and forth.
“I’m so sorry,” Marin cried. “I wish I could take it all back.”
Julia looked up into those crystal eyes, awkwardly wiping the tears from her cheeks. Just months ago, she would have given anything to have those eyes looking at her like they were. She dreamed about it, and on some days she even prayed. But now?
That’s when Marin kissed her.
She placed a gentle hand on her cheek and pulled her into her lips before Julia could even recognize what was happening. They rushed together like rain on damp dirt, soaking up every inch, taking every breath within her.
Marin pulled her closer, lips lost in the time it took to find Julia’s again. At first it was slow, finding that familiar rhythm again. Then her hands slid down to Julia’s side and her breath was stolen. Marin pulled away and smiled.
Before she would have given anything to bring her back, anything to feel her velvet skin. But this feels wrong. She should push her away, should remind her of all the reasons she left in the first place. Instead, she pulled Marin back to her, desperate to remind her of everything she lost, desperate to be the one thing that holds her together.
Marin pinned Julia to the back of the couch–her spine arching to reach her face. They kissed so passionately–hands tangled in clothes, in skin, in hair–they fell over the couch in a heap, laughing as their fingers found their place once again beneath clothes.
Kisses grew deeper and hands traveled farther until Julia’s shirt was on the floor and Marin’s clung around her neck. Julia followed her lips as she stood and walked backwards to the bedroom. She followed. She would follow her to the ends of the Earth, to hell if that’s what it took.
They fell into the bedroom–quite literally–Marin still walking backwards as she tumbled to the floor. Julia rolled on top of her, straddling her at her hips. As she kissed her–Marin’s hands traveled beneath the loose waistband of her sweats–everything she feared came rushing back.
She wished for this. She imagined this. They’d been here before. They’d done this a million times, but it felt different. It was different.
They began inching towards the bed, their lips never parting. Julia pulled Marin’s jeans off, allowing her hands to linger at the zipper longer than she needed. She soaked up every inch of her, drinking in her taste and scent as she trailed along her body.
But...
Marin stood and pulled her to the edge of the bed. She picked her up–strength that didn’t match her slim build–and plopped her down in the fluff of the comforter. She smiled as she dipped down again to kiss her neck. She traveled down the swell of her breasts, to the line on her stomach, kissing her hip bone as she pulled those ratty sweatpants off.
Marin paused for a moment, lost in the sight of her–lust in her eyes as her lips parted just slightly–and then bent down to kiss the dip in her hip again.
Julia fell so deep into it, tried so hard to push out the thoughts that plagued her head. She allowed her body to give in to every quivering impulse as Marin laid on top of her, kissing every part of her, pushing against her hips.
Then she started wondering what comes next. Could they just pick the baggage up right where they left it? They put the pen down and stopped writing their story. The book was closed, sealed in a vault a million layers deep with no combination. After a year has passed, could that story just begin again as if nothing happened?
Erin.
She couldn’t do it.
As Marin kissed her again and reached behind her body to unhook her bra, her free hand strolled down Julia’s leg. It came back up, resting just lightly over the soft skin where her pelvis met her inner thigh. The latch of her bra broke free as Marin’s fingers became dangerously close to grazing over her lace panties.
Julia wanted her so badly, wanted to sink back into the way their bodies moved–wanted to kiss every inch of her, tracing each curve to make sure nothing was out of place. She wanted it all back. She shouldn’t have been stripped of it in the first place. But she was.
“Stop,” Julia muffled through staggering breaths and a face full of red hair, “please, stop.”
Marin pulled away abruptly, shifting her weight to the bed in an instant. They both breathed heavily, completely out of sync. The world came spinning into view.
“What’s wrong?” she asked, still fighting for a steady flow of air. “Did I hurt you?”
“No,” Julia shook her head, pulling her hands to her face. She was too embarrassed, too, over her head. “I just can’t do this.”
“What do you mean?” Marin leaned on her elbow, pulling up the sheet to cover her almost naked body. Fear and embarrassment flushed her face in strokes of pink and red.
Julia turned towards her–well past the point of feeling the need to hide her bare body from the woman who could identify every stretch mark on it. She held a hand up to Marin’s face, gracing it so sensually with her thumb before dropping it to the bed.
“All of those reasons,” Julia quietly spoke, tears clouding her vision once again, “all of those reasons you left before still exist. I’m still the same person who drove you away. Even if we do this–even if we allow ourselves this one time–they’ll always be there. I’m too old to fix myself.” A tear escaped her eye and plopped onto the disheveled sheet below her. “And I don’t want to spend the rest of my life trying to fix us anymore.”
This was goodbye. It was the moment when all the chess pieces fell in line. The game was over.
Marin’s eyes were now full of tears, too. They glistened too brightly, making Julia too aware of all of the pain they held. She folded into her, their warm bodies pressed together as one while they clung on. Every year of happiness, every moment of pure ecstasy, every laugh, every smile was squeezed into that embrace.
It would be too easy to release into the comfort of Marin’s body–too easy to forget that it would mean something–and allow herself to take the skin that was once hers. But it would never mean what it used to. They could never have what they once had. No amount of plaster or putty would fix it.
“You will forever be my once in a lifetime love,” Marin cried into Julia’s ear, her hair soaked with years of regrets.
Julia didn’t realize how much she needed to hear that–how much she needed to know that she meant more than the exit Marin made from their lives.
“And you will forever be mine,” Julia’s voice broke, but she refused to sob.
She held onto the woman who was once the light of her life as she held her own breath, too afraid of what might break, what might crumble within her if she let it go.
The sun disappeared over the horizon and left them curled into each other’s arms in dusk covered darkness–their bare bodies still twisted into the other with nothing but a cold sheet draped over them as armor.
Somehow, laying there listening to Marin’s breath heave and fall–the warmth of her vulnerability wrapping her in such deep comfort–was more intimate than any love making could have been. For the first time in what felt like a never ending cave of blackness, she found home once again, but now for the last time.



Chapter Twenty-Five
As awful as it sounded while contemplating it in her head, she wondered if she made a mistake as she watched Marin drive away the next morning. If that lump was really something–if this was all the time she had left–why shouldn’t she spend it with the woman who knew her best?
She was too good for that, right? She was too mature to use someone just to not be alone in the end–just to not have to spend what could be a numbered amount of nights in an empty bed–or through a sickness that might take her body. Right?
As they slept in each other’s arms, they finally got the closure they both deserved. They said everything they were holding back–decades of wants and needs unmet–an entire outline of what they should have done.
This time Marin left for the right reasons, and that was okay. For the first time, Julia knew she would be okay. She knew there was no extension of herself within another being. She didn’t need her breath to continue breathing herself. Maybe she’d been okay for a long time. Maybe the cuts started healing long before she noticed the tug of scarred skin.
She stood in the entryway, staring out at the empty driveway. Tire tracks traced Marin’s departure. She wrapped her robe tighter around her body, noticing all at once how tired she actually was. Then her phone rang.
A moment of fleeting panic gripped her circulatory system as she picked it up–too afraid that her doctor’s name would appear across the screen–too afraid that it might not be her.
A sigh of relief escaped as she read Keegan’s name across her phone.
“Hello?”
“Jesus!” Keegan exclaimed. “You’re alive!”
“Oh, stop.”
“I’m serious. Do you know how worried I’ve been?”
“Why? Everyone gets sick. I just need a few days to recoup.”
“Recoup? Julia, you’ve come to the school with the flu, barely able to stand, and hid in your office fully available on Zoom if anyone needed you. That one time, you had your appendix removed in the morning and made it to the board meeting by afternoon. You don’t take sick days.”
“This is an especially draining bug,” she lied. “I’m still not feeling well, but I’ll be in shortly.”
“For the record,” she coughed playfully, “I know you’re lying. But get your butt in anyways. I need to see for myself.”
“Be there soon.” Julia smiled. She missed that voice, that fun banter, the feeling of family.
“Later, boss.”
Julia got dressed–putting on the long navy dress she didn’t wear the day before. Even though so much was twisted in knots within her, she could at least look presentable. Fake it till you make it.
She scanned her ID badge and entered the building. She nodded and smiled at various welcome backs and I hope you feel betters. Surely her absence wasn’t that noticeable. KHS was a well-oiled machine and could work independently of the administrators if it had to. She made sure of that.
She opened the door of the office and Keegan jumped up. She lunged for her, arms wide in an anticipated embrace. Just before making contact, she froze.
“Wait? You’re not contagious, are you?”
“No,” Julia laughed, and then she was tackled and squeezed. Keegan rocked her back and forth, her face buried in Julia’s sandy hair.
“I’m so happy you’re okay,” she said with a smile, and then grunted as she pulled back. “You look like shit.”
“Thanks.” Julia grinned. “What a compliment! I told you this thing is kicking my butt.” That wasn’t a lie, not really.
“I honestly thought you were just hiding away.”
They both began walking towards Julia’s office, Keegan not taking her eyes off of her.
“Why would I need to hide away?”
Julia took off her jacket and began straightening her dress in the mirror behind the door. She took a seat at the desk. Newspapers piled inches high accumulated while she was gone.
Keegan closed the door but didn’t sit down. She stood in front of the mirror, her eyebrows furrowed.
“You really scared me,” she admitted. “I thought you were disappearing again.”
“Disappearing?” Julia scoffed quietly.
“You know, what you do when things get to be too much,” she said and smiled softly, her eyes narrowing as if to accentuate that Julia knew what she was referring to.
“I don’t do that.”
“You withdraw.” She couldn’t really argue with that point. “You practice avoidance like it is your job.”
“I think that’s a little stretch of the truth,” Julia chuckled. Keegan just cocked her head in defiance, that scorn written across her face. “Alright, alright.”
“So, you worried me.”
“I’m sorry I worried you. I am truly just not feeling well.” With the tiredness in her eyes, her froggy voice, and sluggish movements, there was no way Keegan couldn’t believe her.
“I can tell, but would you let me know if you’re not okay for some reason?” Her voice was a beg. “Would you please rely on me? Like you used to?”
“I will tell you everything at the end of the day,” Julia replied with a smile.
Guilt crept into her stomach–a payment for pushing someone who cared so much about her away. Keegan didn’t deserve that. No one did.
“I promise,” she added.
Keegan smiled and left quietly–the room oddly full even after she left. Julia propped her phone up in front of her laptop screen. She didn’t want to miss a call from Dr. Rosel if it came through.
She looked at the piles of notes on her desk. Someone would assume she was gone for a month, not just a few days. Just figuring out where to start was an overwhelming task. Should it be the student referrals? Suspension plans? The latest substitute applications? Scheduling for next year?
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. It doesn’t all have to be done today. It will take time, and that’s okay. It will be okay.
“Do you want to get dinner later?” Keegan popped back around the corner and the door opened with a flourish.
“That sounds really nice.”
“Chinese it is! It’s a date.”
Julia counted the minutes until the day was over, desperate to fall into some normalcy. She wanted the silly conversation, the inconsequential laughter over a joke that was never that funny. She wanted to hear about everything she missed and allow all of her worries to disappear behind a glass of cheap wine and bad Chinese food, just like they used to do after a hard Monday so many years ago.
They left work together and picked up dinner on the way home. They bought grocery store wine, just like they had when they were still professionally green and broke. They blared Adele over the stereo in the car, windows rolled down even though the breeze was frigid and tangling their hair. They shouted the lyrics and laughed until their stomach hurt, amused tears being wiped by damp jacket sleeves.
Once home, they each put on a pair of Julia’s sweatpants and sat on the floor around the coffee table. A Christmas Hallmark movie, way out of season, in the background as they ate with plastic forks.
“So, what was really going on?” Keegan asked, gurgling through a mouthful of beef lo mein. She twisted more noodles onto her fork and dropped them into her mouth from above. So graceful.
“I haven’t been feeling well,” Julia said once again, “honestly.”
“What triggered it?”
“I can’t just wake up one morning and not feel like?”
“Your appendix, Julia,” she argued sternly, “almost burst inside you and after being cut open, you still showed up. No, you don’t just wake up and say you’re not feeling well and call into work.” She picked up her wine and took a sip. “Ah!” she choked, coughing on the liquid. “I don’t know how we used to drink this.”
“Doesn’t it bring you back?” Julia laughed, wincing at the awful sweetness as she took a sip of her own. She paused for a moment, and let Keegan compose herself. “I found a lump under my breast.”
Keegan dropped her fork full of soggy beef to the carpet.
“Shit!” She reached for a napkin and began damage control.
“It’s okay,” Julia said, casually walking to the sink to wet a cloth. “I’ll scrub it later.”
“No, it’s not okay!” Keegan scrubbed furiously at the fluffy rug, her napkin disintegrating the harder she rubbed. Julia sat back down next to her and placed a hand over hers.
“I’ll get it later.”
“Well,” she said abruptly, whipping her head around, “did they say what it was? What’s the plan? When is the next appointment so I can get time off approved? Well, that should be easy since you’re the one who has to approve it. We need to–”
“Keegs, you’re rambling,” Julia smirked.
Anytime Keegan was nervous, which wasn’t often, she would talk and talk until there was no silence left to fill.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
“I’m still waiting to hear back about whether it is anything at all.”
“When did this all happen?” she asked, pushing her food far across the table and gulping the rest of her wine.
“This weekend,” Julia shrugged. “I had the imaging done Monday, and now it is just the waiting game.”
“That’s not right!” Keegan reached for the bottle and slopped more into her glass, almost staining another part of the rug. “They can’t just leave you in the dark about something like this! And you didn’t tell me? It’s been that long, and you didn’t tell me? How could you keep this from me?”
“There are a lot of people with a lot of different medical needs,” Julia said very diplomatically. “So, it may take a little time. I’m sure it’s nothing.”
Julia wished she believed that last part, but something inside her was setting her up for bad news. Something inside her was telling her it wasn’t nothing.
“I don’t know why you kept this from me.”
“I didn’t mean to.” Julia apologetically pulled her hand to her forehead. “I just didn’t want to worry you over a little scare. It could come back as nothing, and then there would’ve been no need for alarm.”
“But even if it is nothing, you should have someone with you. Did you call anyone?”
“Who would I call?” Julia laughed. “You’re my person.”
“As much as I love to hear that,” she grinned, “there are other people who love you.”
“Like?”
“Your mom–”
“And have Veronica randomly show up here, in a concerned state, nonetheless? I don’t think so!” Julia snorted. “There’s not enough prosecco or Xanax in the world.”
“You could have called Erin,” Keegan suggested next.
Julia thought about it. The second she felt that little swell, she went into panic mode, and the only thing she could hold on to was her last feeling of peace, which was Erin. Every bit of her being brought peace to Julia’s soul.
“That’s a little bit much to put on a new-ish friend.”
“She’s just a friend?” Keegan gave her the side eye. “Really?” Julia nodded and then Keegan’s expression changed as if she was about to jump across the space between them to throttle her. “When are you going to be honest with yourself? Anyone with two eyes can tell you’re more than just friends.”
“Maybe she’s more,” she reluctantly admitted. Keegan just gave her that look. “Okay! Fine! She means a lot more to me.” She flashed Julia a soft smile. “It doesn’t matter. After the Lauren debacle, she doesn’t want to see me. She’s leaving in a few weeks anyways.”
“Okay, let’s unpack this one by one.” Keegan leaned on her knees, regretfully taking another sip of that awful wine. She grimaced and Julia fought back a chuckle. “What happened that night at Rosana’s?”
“Well, we have to go back even further to explain that.”
“How much have you kept from me, woman!”
“Okay, okay!” She held up her hands in defense. “I can’t explain a lot of it. Erin and I–” she trailed off. “We just have this–” she trailed off again. “We just kept–” and then again. “I don’t know what I’m saying!”
“There were sparks,” Keegan clarified.
“Yes.”
“Over and over?”
“Yes.”
“And what did you two do about it?”
“Nothing!” Julia shouted, as if she was caught doing something wrong. “I mean, besides that moment I told you about, I kept my distance.”
“Julia, you’re an adult. You’re allowed to like someone. Did we have this conversation about Erin already? It sounds familiar.”
“Ha ha ha,” she laughed sarcastically. “I know, but we couldn’t because of work. It would have been too complicated.”
“Only because you were making it complicated,” she argued. “So, what happened that night?”
“Erin walked out because I was there with Lauren when I refused all of her advances before that. I was there with someone else after finally letting go of all my inhibitions and kissed her. We didn’t talk about it after, or discuss what it meant. After feeling that damn lump, I kind of dropped off the face of the Earth.”
“Oof,” Keegan sighed. “You did fuck up.”
“I know!” Julia groaned, falling backwards onto the rug. “As my best friend, aren’t you supposed to support me and tell me this is all in my head? That I didn’t mess anything up? That I still have time to fix this?”
“Missed that memo.”
“Ugh!”
“By the way,” Keegan said reluctantly, “she doesn’t have weeks left.”
“What?” Julia asked, abruptly sitting up and pulling unused muscles in her back.
“She doesn’t have weeks left,” she repeated.
“She was contracted at KHS until the end of April.”
“Yes, she was,” she said as she nodded, “but she finished her reports while you were out. She’s been working day and night. They’re allowing her to complete the evaluation and leave early. This is her last week.”
Julia felt her chest grow heavy, weighed down with the consequences of her actions, or inactions for that matter. She thought she had time, time for what she didn’t know.
She pushed her food away, and Keegan studied her expression.
“She didn’t tell you?”
“I haven’t reached out to her. I did what I always do.”
“What did you do?” It wasn’t an accusatory question, but more of a heartfelt, outreached hand.
“I ignored life! I couldn’t follow through with whatever was promised at that moment when I kissed her. I was too stupid to tell her how I felt when she was standing before me in front of that restaurant. She begged me to. She was so hurt, and I let her go. I let her go thinking that I felt nothing for her.” Julia’s face was warm with embarrassment, but she blamed it on the grape juice they were drinking–a weak impersonation of wine. “She deserves better.”
“Julia!” Keegan gasped. Julia jumped at the sudden raise in anger and sound. “Julia Jenner, you led her on, had an altercation, and then just left her like that?”
She stood up in defense. “I would have heard her voice, even if it was over the phone, and not known what to say. If I saw her face again, I would have gotten lost in her stupidly beautiful eyes and not known what to say. I can’t get a thought out around her! I can’t tell her the truth because she’s leaving.” She sighed, loud and long. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not dragging her into the mess that is me.”
“Do you hear yourself?” she asked quietly. “You can’t talk to her without falling into, and I quote, those ‘stupidly beautiful eyes’?”
“Yes,” Julia answered hesitantly, eyes narrowed, wondering what trap she was about to plunge into.
“I’m going to say it again in other words.” She paraphrased, “you can’t tell her how you really feel because you don’t want to drag her into the mess that you think is yourself–which is crap by the way–but you can’t stop thinking about her?”
Julia didn’t respond that time. That’s not what she meant. That wasn’t the situation at all. Right? Erin just had this air about her–anyone would get sucked in. Right? She just wanted to take the easy way out. It had nothing to do with having feelings for her or anything else. Right?
Shit.
“You should tell her,” sighed Keegan. “It isn’t fair how you’ve handled things.”
“I know.” Julia slumped to the floor, burying her face in her hands. “I know. I feel like I can’t do anything right these days!”
Keegan scooched over and laid her head on Julia’s shoulders.
“You’ve been dealing with a lot for a long time,” she said sympathetically, “and I think you’re afraid to go after what might actually make you happy.”
“I’m not falling for her,” Julia said softly.
“I never said you were–”
“I’ve fallen for her,” Julia corrected.
Keegan lifted her head just slighting, staring at her–blank expression and wide eyes–as if the words would materialize before her.
“I’ve fallen for her harder than I ever thought possible.”
Keegan didn’t know what to say. Julia looked like she was about to panic, about to take it all back and blame it on the shitty wine.
“Say something!” she begged.
Keegan wrapped her arms around her, squeezing her face into her chest.
“I’m so, so proud of you,” she said smiling into her hair. When she let go, she added, “when are you going to tell her?”
“I can’t tell her.” Julia shook her head. “Weren’t you listening to that grape juice fueled, emotional outburst? She’s leaving. She has a life to get back to.”
“What if she doesn’t want what she already has?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, what if she isn’t as content as you think? What if she wants something different too? Is it any more fair that you’re not giving her the choice than it was for Marin to make her choice without you?” Keegan tiptoed across the last question, well aware it was a risky move. Julia didn’t even notice. She was too lost in that unimaginable imagination.
“I–”
“Everyone can see it,” she said sweetly. “Everyone can see how you two fit together. Even from the beginning, you weren’t strangers. You fell into something that I can’t even describe, something that I can’t even compare to.” Keegan gave a little chuckle with the last sentence, as if she couldn’t believe a young brunette could steal her best friend away.
“Everyone?”
“Everyone.” Keegan’s voice was a breathy sigh. “I think you knew. No sane person couldn’t.”
“Maybe I’m not sane,” Julia joked.
“Maybe you’re just stubborn,” she retorted. “It’s okay to want happiness.”
“But what if it doesn’t last? What if we jump off the cliff together and then it’s all gone when she leaves?”
“Then, at least you jumped off a cliff at least once in your life,” she replied with a smile. “Then, at least for one more week, you weren’t alone.” She whispered, her voice slightly trembling, “sometimes it’s worth the risk.”
And just then Julia’s phone buzzed from the deep pocket in her sweats. The sound of the piano ringtone filled the air. She looked up at Keegan, both too afraid to move or pick it up, too afraid of what news might be on the other side.
Julia pulled it out of her pocket slowly and stared at her doctor’s name across the screen. It buzzed in her hands, sending tingles to her fingertips and up her arm. The noise plucked at her ears like a squawking bird too early in the morning. The screen was cold as she slid her thumb across to answer.
“Hello?” her voice shook.
“Julia, how are you doing?” Dr. Rosel’s voice squeaked through the speaker.
“Fantastic. Did you get the results?” She couldn’t waste another second if she didn’t have it to give.
“We did, Julia,” her voice spoke so slowly, excruciatingly slowly. “It looks benign.”
Julia couldn’t help as tears filled her eyes and streamed down her face. She silently grabbed her stomach as she leaned forward into her lap. Keegan hugged her back, squeezing her harder than ever before.
“Based on our findings so far,” Dr. Rosel continued, “it’s a harmless cyst. We’ll need more tests to really know and determine the best route of action. We’ll recommend removal at another point.”
“Woohoo!” Keegan shouted in the background.
Julia sat up and with her sleeve, wiped her never-ending stream of tears from her face.
“Thank you, Dr. Rosel,” she cried. “Thank you.”
“Listen,” Julia could tell she was smiling on the other side, “we’re out of the woods for now. You can sleep a little better tonight.”
“Thank you.” Julia broke into even deeper sobs as she hung up the phone.
She cried into her lap as Keegan clung onto her from behind. They both allowed tears to stream down their face, pooling in salty puddles around them as they rocked to the melody of their cries.
She was overwhelmed with so many emotions. There was the momentary disappointment–one she’d never admit aloud. For just a second, she found her wondering if maybe she was gone–maybe if she didn’t have the time to touch or ruin anyone else’s lives–the pain she held inside would cease. She thought that maybe it would be the best that way, to be remembered and loved as the person she was and not the shell of a woman she became.
But then there was relief–a moment of needle pricking awareness that spread throughout her body like lightning striking a tree. It started in her face and traveled to her chest, down her arms, and across her stomach until it tickled her toes. She never wanted to die, never wanted the blackness to swallow her entirely. She’s only just started finding the best parts of herself again.
When Marin walked out, she only survived by convincing herself that all her problems walked out that door. She told herself it was for the best, that she was better off alone. But her problems stayed behind with her in the quicksand.
Those few days of stagnant thoughts around the thought that she might not get the chance for anything else, she realized she wasn’t anywhere near her finish line. She thought she knew what she wanted–the life she worked so hard for–but she didn’t. There was so, so much more.
There was Erin.
After Keegan left, Julia sat on her bed, phone in hand. She clicked the dial button and listened to the buzzing in her ears. She wasn’t going to tell her the entire ordeal she’s gone through the last few months. She just needed to hear her voice.
“Hello, darling,” Veronica’s voice chimed.
“Hi, mom,” Julia said, tears still in her eyes and threatening to duplicate. “I just wanted to check in and see how your week has been.”



Chapter Twenty-Six
Awaking before her alarm the next morning, she held too much anticipation to even attempt to sleep. She had to apologize to Erin for everything that had happened before. Whether or not it mattered, she had to tell her how she really felt.
She wasn’t surprised to see Keegan already settled behind her desk when she arrived. In her hands, she gripped an adjusted schedule ready for her, color coded according to priority in case she had to cancel anything later.
“Good morning,” Keegan said, beaming as she handed the schedule over to her.
“Good morning.”
“You look better.”
“Is she in?” Julia whispered over the desk. She never was good at the art of subtleness.
“It’s about time you got your priorities right,” she smirked. “Her schedule is blocked off for most of the day. I think she’s finishing up last-minute workshops with the English department for the new tutoring program, and then she’s meeting with the board later.”
Julia sighed. “I’ll try to catch her at the end of the day.”
But the end of the day did not come quickly; it dragged on like cold winter nights. Julia casually walked past Erin’s office numerous times, but she was either gone or talking to someone behind a closed door.
Between loops, Julia sat with piles of the same paperwork from yesterday, still untouched. She listened as the black clock above the door tick, tick, ticked until she could hear it echoing in her ears even after she left the room.
She tried to focus but she couldn’t. It was a balloon in her chest–expanding and expanding and expanding–and she felt like she couldn’t breathe until she let the air out. So she watched the clock move closer and closer towards the last bell. Just as it rang she stood to head towards the door, but a shape appeared before it first.
“Ah, Dr. Jenner, I have a little treat for you.” Mr. Woodsten, the math teacher, gently guided a male student into her office. “Tyler here thought it was a wise decision to vape in the hallway by his locker. Third time this week,” he tsked.
Mr. Woodsten crossed his arms across his chest and let out a puff of air. Tyler slumped into the chair by the door and pulled his red hood tight around his face in defiance.
“Mr. Motler,” Julia sighed, “didn’t we just have this conversation?”
“Pst,” he huffed with a cluck of his tongue. “I’ll be eighteen in two weeks. This is stupid.”
“Thank you, Mr. Woodsten.” Julia nodded as he turned to walk away. “Let’s call mom again,” Julia said to Tyler. “You know the consequence for a third offense is suspension.”
“Oh, come on, Dr. J!” He pulled his hood down as he pleaded, “don’t do this to me. My dad will kill me!” His dad would most certainly not lay a hand on him, but their stern talking-tos were just as threatening.
“Tyler, you knew what would happen if you repeated this behavior,” Julia sighed. She hated this part of the job–the part where no matter how much of a firm hand you have, there are some that just have to learn the hard way. “You earned this.”
So, she sat there and spoke to Mrs. Motler again, explaining that Tyler would not be allowed back the next day. His eyes went wide as his mother openly berated him from across the phone. He would have online tutoring to do from home while he considered his actions, and Julia had an inkling he’d rather be at school.
“And you’ll be explaining this to your father later,” Mrs. Motler’s voice cut through the phone.
After the whole situation subsided, she began to pack up her things. With her briefcase in one hand and her jacket in the other, her heels tapped down the hallway towards Erin’s office.
The door was closed and the lights were off. Julia knocked, but there was no answer. She picked up her phone and opened Erin’s contact. She began to type a text, her fingers sprawling across blue letters, but stopped.
What would she say? At that point, she didn’t have the right to ask her how she was doing. She left Erin thinking she was the one who did something wrong, when it wasn’t her who was the problem.
She walked to the parking lot hoping to see her car, but it was gone. Of course, this was the one night she got out of there on time.
Julia rubbed her forehead with a fistful of car keys. She pulled out her phone and pulled Erin’s number up again.
Julia – 4:09 p.m.
Hey, are you free tonight? Can we talk?
That was subtle enough. Sure, that would do it. As Erin’s three little dots appeared and then disappeared, and then appeared and then disappeared, she knew it wasn’t enough. Erin left her on read, and she deserved it.
So, she did the only thing she could: she went home, drank a few glasses of white wine, and tried to fall asleep to the sound of the humming from the overhead fan. She laid in the cool sheets, but she couldn’t slow down her mind or racing heart.
So much had changed. She wasn’t even the same person. She’s not weighed down by all the regrets of the last twenty years anymore, not clinging to a past that can no longer shine light into the present.
Time ticked on, but sleep didn’t come. She rolled over to the side of the bed, staring at the outside light peeking through the curtains. The canvas in the corner, still unfinished, caught her eye. With the combination of her angled body, her weary eyes, and the thin sliver of light spraying over the canvas, she could almost see something in it.
Crawling from beneath the sheets, she approached the portrait in front of her. Tracing the olive brushstrokes with her finger the shape, the tone, the brightness felt through each blended line, radiated from the canvas. She knew exactly what it was–what it was meant to be from the very start.
Sitting on that cold stool again, she dotted her pallet with the same colors, tinting them before gliding the brush in broad strokes across the landscape. She softened her angles, dragging golden brown twirls down the canvas. She created two sparkling pools of emerald jewels, small white specks glinting off an invisible light.
She didn’t stop moving–didn’t allow the strained muscles in her hand to slow her down. Her mind spilled out onto the canvas, her chest heaving with tired breaths. And when she placed the paintbrush and pallet to her side, she allowed her hands to collapse into her lap.
She was spent, every ligament exhausted with years of burdens holding them down. But now? Now that she looked at the creation before her? She was weightless–a single feather floating in the summer breeze.
The painting before her wasn’t a crisp landscape. It wasn’t an abstract full of devoid lines. It was what it has always been meant to be: Erin. It was from the very start. From the moment she met her–that spark in her chest–it would always be Erin.
Knowing that–knowing that her heart finally found the right pathway to her brain–she fell back into the fluff of her comforter, and once again fixated on the spinning fan above her.
***
“Hey!” a voice shouted at her from the parking lot the next afternoon. “Are you getting out of here early?”
“Keegan,” Julia gasped in surprise. “Yeah,” she lied. “I could use some rest.”
“I like this new Julia,” she said with a smile, meeting her from across the parking lot.
“Do you know where Erin is?” she asked reluctantly.
Keegan’s shoulders slumped just slightly, completely unnoticeable to anyone else.
“Oh, honey. She left before the bell,” she sighed. “I thought she would’ve checked in with you first.”
“No,” Julia exhaled. “I haven’t seen her in days.”
“Did you try calling her?”
“She didn’t answer my text.”
“Maybe she’s busy?”
“She’s completed her reports,” she dropped her eyes to the ground, “she’s done here.”
“I’m sorry.”
“I screwed things up,” Julia admitted. “Like, royally.” Keegan just shrugged her shoulders dramatically, like she was used to Julia being a screwup. Julia reached out and shoved one side. “Hey!”
“I’m joking.” She held her hands up, ready for another jostle.
She could’ve had a chance with Erin. Lord knows she gave Julia enough opportunities to make a move. She wasn’t sure if Erin wanted that anymore, if she ever wanted anything more than a temporary because she constantly was too hardheaded to have that conversation.
That was when it hit her like a bullet in the night. There were no more maybes. She didn’t want temporary. She couldn’t. The last few months were a game of tug and war; Julia retreating to safety behind her white line while the rope pulled them closer and closer together.
“I think,” Julia gulped, “I’m falling in love with Erin.”
Her chest rose and fell higher than it ever had before, which is saying a lot based on the last few months she experienced. Saying it aloud was bittersweet, the aftertaste of a tart cherry. It made her feel so light, so much of the pressure she put on herself lifted away, but it also twisted her intestines into an unimaginable pretzel.
“Not just falling for her? Falling in love with her?” Keegan clarified, her mouth agape. Julia just nodded slowly, her throat tightening with every labored breath. “Have you been holding that in this entire time? Or is this a panic induced reaction to that night?”
“Both,” Julia blurted. “This all has reminded me that there is no such thing as all the time in the world, and I don’t want to keep watching it pass me by.”
Julia’s eyes stung, and she blinked out little tears. Keegan swatted her arm.
“For a best friend, you sure keep a lot of shit to yourself!” she shouted, and then she fell into Julia, hugging her. “I love you, even if you’re a dipshit sometimes.”
“I don’t know what to do,” Julia confessed, walking closer towards their cars. Keegan stopped as she approached Julia and leaned against the dirty exterior.
“As much as I’d love to have this conversation in this freezing air,” and then she chuckled, “that’s a lie. I don’t want to have this conversation in the middle of the parking lot. But remember that time I said you were an idiot?”
Julia rolled her eyes. “Can you take anything seriously? I’m freaking out!”
“You are an idiot!” she scoffed. “What do you mean, you don’t know what to do? There’s only one thing to do: tell her. Go after her.”
“But she’s leaving,” she sighed, leaning her tired body against the car. “She can’t stay here and I’m too old for long distance.”
“You’re too stubborn,” she corrected, “not too old.” She smirked as Julia rolled her eyes again. “Tell her,” she begged quietly. “Even if it doesn’t result in the outcome you hope for, you have to tell her.”
For once, Julia knew she was right.
***
“Dr. Jenner!” a voice called from the hall.
Julia froze with her key in the latch of her door, her briefcase in one hand and her jacket hanging off her shoulder. She didn’t even remember getting home last night. It seemed like the cars and yellow lights flew past her in a haze–an insignificant detail in a dream.
That morning she could barely settle the buzzing within her stomach, not able to finish even her first cup of coffee. She was too nervous, brought back to the anxiety of middle school when she had to ask a boy down the road to the Sadie Hawkins dance when really she wanted to ask her neighbor, Ceclia. How was she back to the I think I like you stage? Does it ever end!
“Dr. Jenner!” a voice repeated as heavy footsteps grew closer.
“Mr. Woodsten.” Julia turned towards the teacher as her door opened before her. “You’re here early,” she said as she smiled, hiding her disdain. “Is everything okay?”
“I just wanted to follow up regarding Tyler,” he stated very matter-of-factly. “I know that he–”
“Yes, Mr. Woodsten.” Julia nodded in agreement. “I know you have had several situations with him that you had to bring to my attention. He is currently in out-of-school suspension and I will be following up with his parents next week.”
“Great, because he has really–”
“I’m so sorry, Mr. Woodsten. I don’t mean to be rude, but I have a conference to get to this morning,” she spoke tactfully. “I would be more than happy to discuss your concerns further at another point. If you see Mrs. Morrow before you head to class, she’ll ensure we can speak soon.”
He grunted and gave a fake smile, his frustration not well hidden.
“Of course, Dr. Jenner,” he sputtered, nodding as he turned towards the hall.
When Julia stepped into her office, she closed the door with a gasp of relief. Since being back the day before, her door was a revolving escalator of teachers with student concerns, behavior issues, complaints about cut programs, or additional duties. Sometimes it was someone with a qualm about each.
Usually she’d welcome them with open arms, always willing to step in when times get tough, but she had too much on her plate. Her position didn’t allow her the luxury of taking a few days off without consequence, without the daily work of her life piling around her. Even with her to-do list and unread email list growing to the length of The Great Wall of China, she had to take care of something else first. She had to put herself first.
Julia - 6:58 a.m.
Can we meet for lunch today, please?
Her fingers hovered over that send button again, fighting the looming feeling of being a bother, but she pressed it anyways. Erin’s three blue dots fluttered on the screen, the message open and read. The three dots appeared, her unseen fingers floating on letters across the screen. Then they were gone. Again.
Julia - 7:02 a.m.
You have every right not to want to talk to me, Erin. But please. I really need to see you.
She opened her office door, hanging her jacket and setting down her bag behind her desk. Like a child waiting to be caught with her hand in a cookie jar, she peeked around the corner before emerging. She didn’t want another bombardment. When the coast was clear she made her way to Keegan in the front.
“Good morning,” Keegan said through a smile, holding out another coffee for Julia.
She knew she’d need it–knew she wouldn’t have gotten any sleep the night before with the thought of, possibility of, Erin expanding within her mind.
“Morning.” Julia smiled back. “Is she here?”
Keegan’s eyes dimmed underneath the bulk-buy fluorescent bulbs. She looked at the schedule before her, holding her tongue as if she wasn’t sure what to say next.
“Keegan–”
“She’s not coming in today,” she confessed quietly. She didn’t meet Julia’s eyes, the disappointed desperation widening with every second.
“What do you mean? I thought today was her last day?” Julia got both questions out in one unsteady breath.
“It is.” She shook her head in frustration. “It was,” she sighed. Julia just looked at her, her eyebrows pulled towards her forehead. “She finished everything she had to contractually.” She paused, the silence becoming unbearable. The finality of that statement sunk in like wet concrete.
“She’s not coming back?” Julia’s voice wavered. Even though every spoken word shook, the way her breath exhaled made it sound like a statement she knew was true.
“I think she’s heading home,” Keegan said solemnly. “She rescheduled her flight for this morning.”
Julia froze, her voice stolen from her throat. She felt hot–the steam rising in her chest first and then slowly, excruciatingly, flushing her face. She waited too long. She didn’t take the time to look at herself and figure out what made her happy, what she actually deserved. Happiness. Love.
And now it was too late.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
She didn’t consider the meetings she had scheduled throughout the day, didn’t even think about the repercussions. She rushed to her office and grabbed her bag and phone. She folded her coat haphazardly in her arms and began to rush back out.
She stopped in the doorway as her eyes locked on the green scarf Erin left in her office months ago. She took it from the hook and stuffed it in her bag, hurriedly rushing back towards the office.
“Cancel my meetings,” she exasperatedly shouted towards Keegan. “Actually, cancel everything for today.”
“What?” Keegan asked, rising to her feet with a confused expression written across her face. Julia had one hand on the door, ready to make her great escape.
“Cancel it all,” she repeated. “I’m taking a personal day.”
Keegan’s face broke into a smile and then Julia was gone. She didn’t know how fast she drove–the trees and farms disappearing like streams of neon green in her rearview mirror–she just knew she had one hour and thirty-two more minutes until she reached the airport.
When she got there, she practically threw a fifty-dollar bill at the parking lot attendant in order for him to open the gate. The lot was full, he said. It could be for hours, he said. She didn’t care if she had to park on top of another car.
She drove around twice before she found a spot on the fourth floor near the unused elevators and needles lining the dirt covered concrete. She ran from her car, forgetting to even lock it, as she rushed towards the airport terminals.
How do people in those ridiculous romantic movies do it? There’s no getting through security. There’s no loving escape to the boarding lines to confess the feelings you pushed aside for too long. There are only lines of overly tired people with luggage and boarding passes waiting for security–men and women with weapons who get paid too little for inconsequential problems.
Julia pleaded with the woman behind the desk, but there was little information to give to a desperate person–let’s face it, who might even be a little crazy–who only knew someone named Erin Calanis would be boarding a plane to Virginia. Apparently, that’s private information anyways.
She walked away from the desk and retreated to the only corner by the door–cold air rushing inside between late arrivals rushing towards never ending lines. She didn’t know what flight Erin would be on. She didn’t know if it had left already, if it was boarding, if it didn’t leave for another eight hours. Even if she did, she’d never be let through the gate.
She picked up her phone and called Erin. It rang. One, two. The buzzing in her ears went on forever. Three, four. On and on. Five, six. Please, pick up. Seven, eight.
“Hi, you’ve reached Erin Calanis with the McSellen Corporation. Please leave a message at the tone, and I’ll be sure to get back to you as soon as possible.”
Julia hung up the phone. She scrolled through her contact, her thumb hovering over her last resort. She leaned against the cold glass window behind her. The dampness of the icy weather on the other side of it clung to her jacket.
She pressed the dial again. It rang. One, two. The sound twisting her innards into sausage shaped packaging. Three, four. She pressed her sweaty palms to her face, her vision breaking into the northern lights behind her eyes.
“Good morning,” a voice chimed from the other side. “This is Darlene with the McSellen Corporation. How may I direct your call?”
“Thank you!” Julia exclaimed, her voice attracting strange looks from passersby. “Thank you!”
“Ma’am,” she cleared her throat, obviously impatient, “how may I direct your call?”
“Oh! I’m sorry,” Julia interrupted before the end of her question. “Ms. Calanis, Erin Calanis, she’s one of your lead evaluators. She’s been evaluating my school, Kleinton High School. I know this is a strange request, but do you know when her flight back to Virginia is? Do you know where she’s going, when her flight leaves?” It came out in one exasperated breath before Julia could even think about the words spitting from her mouth.
“Ma’am, I can’t–”
“Please,” Julia pleaded. “I know this is odd, but it’s important. Do you know anything?”
Julia slumped even further against the window, her butt reaching the dirty floor. With trembling hands, she pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to ward away the headache creeping in.
“Ma’am,” she sighed.
“Please,” Julia begged again, her voice breaking before even finishing the word. There was a long silence that stretched between space. “Please.”
“Please, hold.”
And Julia did. She gripped the phone against her ear, the skin turning pink as her fingertips tingle from the pressure. She stood and paced back and forth as seconds turned to minutes.
“I’m sorry,” a voice came alive on the other side, “we don’t carry personal flight plans.”
“You don’t know your employee’s flight plans?” she asked, pure frustrated astonishment tainting her voice.
“At the last minute, Ms. Calanis rescheduled her flight that was supposed to depart next Monday.” She paused. “She never sent us her updated itinerary.”
Julia dropped her phone to her side, the voice echoing past the faded noise as it fell further from her ears. Her head flurried in an angsty storm–the migraine fighting through with the full force of a baseball bat. Her vision wavered as her head grew light. She leaned against the wall even more for support, pressing her hands into her eyes again to see anything other than the spinning room.
“No, no, no, no,” she whispered, crumbling to the floor in a heap.
Julia - 11:26 a.m.
Erin, don’t get on that plane.
Julia - 11:27 a.m.
I just want you to hear me out. I’m begging you.
“Ma’am?” a voice called before her. Julia looked up at a blurry image of an airport receptionist standing in front of her. “Ma’am, are you okay?” Julia couldn’t answer, her thoughts jumbling faster than her heart chords could untangle. “You were asking about flights to Virginia?” she asked. Julia nodded as she pressed her forehead against her knees. “There’s only one flight departing here for Virginia today.”
Julia looked up towards her concerned face. “When?”
“It’s actually leaving right now–”
“How can I get through that gate?”
“Well, it’s boarding now. So, you would have to purchase a ticket.”
“Please, sell me a ticket,” Julia pleaded, her breath irregular and ragged.
And she did. The woman sold her one of the two last tickets to the only flight leaving for Richmond, Virginia. There was the tugging feeling within Julia again–that indescribable feeling of needing to be where she was–of knowing she would always find her in the end.
“It’s boarding now!” the woman shouted as Julia ran to the security line.
Julia pushed past those in line, squeezing between enormous luggage bags and screaming children. She made it through the checkpoint, rushing past coffee and food restaurants with lines piling into the walkway. She raced past each gate, wondering why such a small airport needed so many terminals.
But she made it. Gate 19.
As she pulled the green scarf out of her bag, she noticed there was no one in the waiting area–dozens of empty blue seats spread out in all directions. There was no one behind the desk, no lines waiting to board. A yellow fabric cord was pulled across the entrance to the hanger, the door closed.
As Julia walked to the glass wall facing the tarmac, she watched a domestic airliner crawl from the terminal towards the runway. It inched, foot by foot, towards the bend in pavement. Then, without warning, it sped to an unimaginable quickness, floating through the air before she knew it.
She pressed her forehead to the cold glass, foundation streaks forming above her. She watched the metal bird drift into the air, turn slightly, and then disappear behind layers of fluffy clouds.
She was gone.
***
Julia got back in her car, the slam of the door rattling her bones. She pressed her head against the wheel as uncontrollable tears escaped from her unwilling eyes. She’d been through so much, endured so much to finally admit that she deserves a happy ending too, that she deserves love too. It all fell apart.
The sun began to set just over the horizon, casting hues of orange and red over rolling hills. Her forehead began to sting from the pressure of the wheel still pressed against it. Her lap was soaked with rogue tears, the river still flowing as if an overloaded dam finally broke loose. Cars thinned out of the parking lot and plane after plane zoomed overhead–the reverberation of noise shaking the windows.
Eventually she put her car into drive and did the only thing she knew how to do; she kept going. She was halfway home when a town sign for a familiar place flashed past her. She turned the car around in an unlawful U in the middle of the median and followed the signs until stark highways led to familiar beaten roads. Winding turns led to a forgotten main street with darkened shops and empty sidewalks.
She pulled into the parking lot of The Tipsy Hatter. Her hands dangled beneath the key still in the ignition. It was by chance that she missed her exit home in her foggy state–finding the sign that led her there, always a home away from home.
Eventually, she turned the car off. Walking inside, she took her usual seat, the window completely thawed out in the springtime air. The bar wasn’t crowded; only a few groups in booths and several misfits spread out amongst the stools. The stereo played music she couldn’t discern, but even that was quiet in comparison to what it usually was at that hour.
“Well, I’ll be damned,” Greg said, tiptoeing over with a flourish. “I thought you forgot about us!” Julia gave a weak smile and his grin dropped. “Oh, honey,” he sighed, his hand already on the bottle of tequila as he patted on the counter for her to take a seat.
“Can I get a double?” she asked, trying to sound as steady as the facade she put on each day, but it faltered.
“The usual?” he asked, his hand pressed gently over Julia’s.
She nodded, pinching the bridge of her nose as if that would make the headache go away. She turned back towards the window. There were no wandering strangers to stare at, no rush of people outside.
The wind died down and with the April air, no flurries to be seen. Everything was so still, even the few people in the bar; everything but Julia.
Greg slid her chilled glass across the counter and Julia caught it in her palm. She held it in the air as a salute to him and then downed it in two gulps. He leaned against the counter, his blond brows crinkled together.
“Another, please.” She held back the sting of the liquor.
He just looked at her, lost in the depth of her eyes. They had an unspoken agreement, and it worked for years. She would tell him if she needed to, and he wouldn’t pester if she didn’t. He was always a distant friend, no strings attached.
He sighed, reluctantly taking her glass to the other side of the bar and pouring another hefty amount into it. Squeezing it in his hands, he hesitated before handing it over. He held out the glass, but he didn’t release it as he looked into her swirling eyes. Her hand gently folded over his, her eyes pleading for sweet release.
“Are you okay?” he asked. She didn’t answer, didn’t fake a smile, didn’t shrug.
He released the glass, but she didn’t raise it to her cold lips. She buried her face instead, her elbow jostling the liquid. She didn’t have any tears left to give, but her eyes burned as if she was the one holding them back behind an iron door.
He just stood there, his presence a band aide to her cracking flesh.
“Thank you.” Julia finally looked up and tilted the glass towards him before swallowing its contents.
Greg gently pursed his lips before walking towards the other end of the bar. He knew she’d ask for another refill if he continued to stand there.
Julia set her empty glass down. She swallowed again, the last of the little bit of lava tasting liquid still tickling her tongue. At least now it wasn’t just her eyes that burned; her chest pinked with the heat, her already nauseous stomach doing somersaults within thin skin. She spun the little drip of liquor still in the bottom of the glass before her.
She ignored the buzzing of her phone on the counter–Keegan’s name repeated over dozens of texts. She turned her attention back to the old wooden-paned window.
She couldn’t see straight. It was too much alcohol settling in an empty, naïve stomach. A swarm of mistakes overtook her mind, each one stinging even deeper than the last.
Why had she been so afraid? Why didn’t she take a step back and see that sitting in the complacency took more energy than actually leaving? She put too many others, too much else first. When she finally saw the silver lining in it all, the moment was gone.
Sometimes the hardest road isn’t worth it. Sometimes we value hard work too much over everything else. Sometimes we truly think our blood, sweat, and tears will be for something, but there are those who give their life in war and still lose in the end. There are people who have nothing at all regardless of having three jobs and a shared apartment with two other families.
No one ever said life was fair; we just all assume it will work out that way in the end. We assume–whatever your religion or lack of one is–that someone, something out there, sees you and has a plan. We assume that there’s a reason behind the hard choices, the hard consequences, the pain. But there isn’t. The world is a fucked up and messy place, and sometimes someone has to lose for another to win.
Julia rested her head on the counter, catching that glint of green out of her bag. Sitting up, she pulled the scarf from its hiding place. She held it in front of her, the silky fabric melting in her hands. Slowly, she raised it to her nose–that cozy, sweet scent swirling around her. At first, it warmed her entire body, but then reality sunk in. She’s gone. She’s really gone.
“Is this seat taken?” a voice unsteadily hummed behind her.
She turned towards the warm smell of vanilla, the subtle waves of pear and honeysuckle. Those messy coffee curls bounced as she tucked her hair behind her ears. She locked onto those evergreen eyes and nothing else ever mattered more again.
“The seat,” Erin repeated with a weary smile.
Julia jumped from her stool. It wobbled from the abrupt shift in movement, threatening to crash to the floor. She didn’t care. Her mouth gaped open, her eyes midnight moons, and her palms already damp in pure disbelief.
All noise faded around her–an echo at the other end of a tunnel far past the horizon. There was no Greg in the distance, no other strangers surrounding them. There were only those glistening eyes locked on hers, a treasure she’ll never lose again.
“How–” she gasped, “you–” Her brain was experiencing a thousand misfires, not allowing the connection to meet her mouth. “The flight?”
“I obviously didn’t get on it,” she replied and grinned, those little specks of brown stardust on her cheeks reaching for the night sky.
“When you didn’t answer my texts or phone call, I–”
“You what?”
“I thought I lost you,” she whispered, the words floating from her lips like a rolling fog on a dewy morning.
“What was so important that you needed to tell me?” her voice chimed, an inexplicable plea hanging on the end of it. Erin’s eyes fell downward to the scarf clenched in Julia’s clammy hands.
“You left this in my office.” Julia’s voice was barely a whisper as she held out the fabric.
“You asked me not to board a flight because you wanted to return my scarf?”
“Yes,” Julia said at first, and then she squeezed her eyes closed. “I mean, no.”
She clenched the scarf in her hands, its smooth fabric dangling from her fingertips. Erin took it, her warm fingers gracing Julia’s skin just briefly.
“I’m sorry,” Julia said at last. “I’m so beyond sorry for everything I’ve put you through these last few months.”
“You didn’t–”
“Please, let me get this out before I start overthinking,” she begged. “You tried. You tried to get closer, and I did nothing but push you away. I was too afraid I wasn’t good enough for you, that you were too young, too smart, too beautiful. I was too afraid you’d hurt me, that you’d leave like Marin did, that I’d ruin you.” She paused, gulping down the feeling of her stomach floating in the back of her throat. “I love you. I think I started loving you that first night I met you here. I think I fell more in love with you every time I heard your laugh. I was too afraid to say anything because this,” she motioned to the space between them, “could have just been temporary for you, completely over the second your contract came to a close.”
She closed her mouth and studied Erin, but she couldn’t pick out the emotions flashing across her eyes. Her lips were parted and a slight tinge of pink started to creep from her ears.
She considered she was making a mistake, a complete fool of herself. Maybe she misunderstood everything. But she was in too deep. She felt too much to go back now. Now she knew what it all meant.
“I love you,” Julia repeated again, squeezing her shaking hands against her sides. The words were velvet in her mouth–so satiny smooth that she wished she could say them over and over again until her tongue was polished stone. “I love you. I tried so hard not to, but I do. I am so madly, head over heels in love with you, Erin Calanis. I know you have to leave. I know you said you’d never stay in New York. I know you have an entire life to go back to. You could have anyone, so there’s no reason for me to think you’d choose me–”
“Will you just shut up,” Erin interrupted, her mouth pulling up to the biggest grin Julia had ever seen, “and kiss me?”
Julia didn’t think, didn’t allow any stray thoughts to slither in, as she placed both hands on Erin’s soft cheeks and fell into her gravitational pull. Their lips collided and somewhere–somewhere very far away–an entire galaxy was created with the atoms that buzzed between them.
“Julia,” she pulled away just slightly, her breath a fresh breeze against her face, “you have never been temporary for me.” And then she smiled again–the same one she saw in that very place just a few months back. Her eyes glimmered and Julia could barely hold up her trembling knees. “I love you too.”
They wrapped their arms around each other–melting into warm lips with a desperate comfort that only grew–soaking up every possibility that rested within their future. Because they had it all. They had all the time to figure it out, all the patience to allow it to fall into place like it was always meant to be.
Home.
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