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CHAPTER ONE
Audrey couldn’t contain her grin as she affixed her brand-new Northshire University faculty parking pass to the windshield of her car. After nearly a decade of preparation and several false starts, this was it, or so she hoped. She’d received a one-year contract as an assistant professor with the option for it to become a permanent, tenure-track position if the department chair was pleased with her work.
Even better? She’d be working at her alma mater, the university where she’d received her undergraduate degree. Audrey had spent four of the best years of her life on this campus, and now she was about to start a whole new chapter here, hopefully the beginning of a lengthy academic career.
She stepped out of her car, looking around for Mercy Juma, the faculty member she was here to meet. In her excitement, Audrey was a few minutes early and seemed to have arrived first. Turning, she eyed the boxes on the back seat, each one laden with cherished books, ceramics, and other essentials for her new office. They were heavy, though. She should probably meet with Mercy and find her office first, then come back for her things.
If any of her coworkers were around today, Audrey would rather meet them before she got all hot and sweaty hauling boxes of books. First impressions were so important. She was determined to do whatever it took to turn her temporary position into a permanent one, and that started with impressing her peers.
Luckily, the heavy gray clouds that had covered the Vermont sky since she woke this morning seemed to have blown over during her drive to the campus. Now, spots of bright blue gleamed overhead, and the sun was out. Ordinarily, Audrey didn’t mind the rain, but right now, sunshine felt like a good omen for her day.
“Audrey?”
She turned to see a Black woman in a pink blouse and dark jeans approaching her car. Audrey recognized her easily. The university assigned every new professor a peer mentor to welcome them to their department and help them settle in, and Mercy was Audrey’s mentor. They’d emailed a few times over the summer and followed each other on Instagram, so it was nice to see a familiar face. “Hi, Mercy. It’s so great to meet you in person.”
“You too.” Mercy extended a hand with a warm smile. “Welcome to NU.”
“Thank you,” Audrey said as they shook hands. “Not exaggerating when I say it’s a dream come true to be here.”
“Aww, I’m glad. Have you always wanted to teach here?”
“Yeah, but it’s such a small school, I didn’t think it was a realistic goal. I’ve been applying all over the country for the last two years without much luck. I taught an adjunct class here and there, and then . . . this just fell into my lap, the perfect job at the perfect time.”
“Love that for you.” Mercy gestured for Audrey to follow her.
Audrey locked her car, and they set off together toward Holman Hall, where their offices were located. The campus wasn’t busy today, a week before the start of the fall semester. Here and there, she saw other people walking between buildings, probably professors like herself, here to organize their offices, but Northshire University also offered a few summer classes.
Audrey felt as if she’d been thrust back in time to her undergrad years as she walked across the quad. Stately brick buildings surrounded her, and the sidewalk was lined with ornamental trees. The admin building to her left, fronted by white columns and a bell tower that rose elegantly toward the sky, was the centerpiece of the campus. The Green Mountains were visible in the distance, living up to their name as they provided a splash of color to the college’s backdrop.
The campus was so beautiful, and it looked exactly as she remembered. She’d first walked this path over a decade ago as a wide-eyed eighteen-year-old with dreams of becoming a world-famous artist. Audrey lived and breathed art. She dabbled in many art forms, but ceramics were her true passion. She felt alive at the pottery wheel in a way she rarely did anywhere else.
Her second semester here, she’d signed up for an art history class, not knowing it would change the trajectory of her life. That was where she met Dr. Thompson, who introduced Audrey to the fascinating history of the art she loved so much. Dr. Thompson showed her that she could use her artistic talents to pursue a career as an academic herself. In that class, Audrey found her passion both for art history and for becoming a professor. She wanted to help inspire the next generation of artists the way Dr. Thompson had inspired her.
Dr. Thompson was smart and engaging and irresistibly enthusiastic about the subjects she taught. She was also absolutely swoon-worthy, with her perfectly tailored tweed blazers and crisp British accent. What started as admiration soon became Audrey’s first crush on a woman, and the rumors that Dr. Thompson was a lesbian only increased Audrey’s fascination with her.
Young Audrey had fancied herself in love, but looking back now from the vantage point of maturity, she knew it had just been puppy love. A teenage crush. She was so glad she’d never made a fool of herself by acting on it.
With that crush long behind her, Audrey had been thrilled to discover that Dr. Thompson still taught here. This time, they would be coworkers, and Audrey couldn’t wait to get to know her former professor as a peer.
She gazed up the marble steps to the entrance of Holman Hall. “Oh, this brings back memories.”
“Guessing you had a lot of classes in this building?” Mercy commented as she led the way up the steps. They entered the building together, and Audrey was hit with another wave of nostalgia.
“I’d hang out here in the lobby between classes. There used to be a big blue sofa over there.” Audrey pointed toward the corner near the elevator. “It was my unofficial spot.”
A bit of imposter syndrome was sneaking in now, though. Standing here, Audrey felt like a student again. She could picture her younger self so clearly, wearing the bright-red backpack and brown corduroy jacket that had seen her through graduation. Suddenly, she felt young and inexperienced compared to the other professors in the department, many of whom had taught Audrey.
Mercy glanced at her phone. “You’re in office 235, which is on the opposite side of the building from me.”
“Bummer we aren’t office neighbors.” Mercy was a few years older than Audrey, but they were both newish professors. Audrey hoped they could become friends. She could use a friend here in Vermont, since no one she’d kept in touch with from college still lived in the area.
“I know. I’m down the other end of the hall with a bunch of old white dudes.” Mercy rolled her eyes playfully. “They’re a harmless bunch for the most part, although the ‘jokes’ I have to put up with sometimes . . .” She made air quotes around jokes. “Anyway, I’ll walk with you and show you the ins and outs of the building.”
“I appreciate it,” Audrey told her. “And sorry about the uncomfortable jokes. I hope none of them have crossed the line into harassment?”
“I’m a Black woman in a predominantly white department of a predominantly white university in an overwhelmingly white state, so I’ve been on the receiving end of more than my fair share of microaggressions, but let’s focus on the good stuff while I give you your tour of the building, hmm?” She led the way toward the stairs.
“I’m sorry you have to put up with that.” Audrey remembered her time at NU with rose-colored glasses. She hated to think of racism happening here, but of course it did. It happened everywhere. “My mom’s Black, so I’ve seen some of what she has to deal with. It’s really unfair.”
Mercy regarded her with raised eyebrows. “Your mom’s Black?”
Audrey grinned. With her light-brown hair and fair skin, she was used to this reaction. “I’m adopted. My heritage is Ukrainian, actually. My brother’s Korean, also adopted. My dad’s roots are German and Irish, and my mom’s are Kenyan. We all did DNA tests together a few years ago to find out our ancestries.”
“Get out! I’m Kenyan. My parents emigrated just before I was born. I’d love to meet your mom. Your whole family, actually.”
“She would love that,” Audrey said. “She’s adopted too. It’s why she wanted to adopt her own kids, and she loves meeting other Kenyan Americans, since she never knew her birth family.”
“Definitely introduce us if she comes to visit. You’re from Boston, right?”
“The suburbs outside it, yeah. That’s where my parents live.”
“Cool.” Mercy led her into the second-floor hallway. “You’re down here at the end of the hall. Here are your keys. The larger one is to your office; the smaller one unlocks your mailbox. It’s downstairs in the main office.”
“Got it.” Audrey tried to contain her sense of wonder as she gazed around herself. She’d been in this hall before as a similarly awestruck freshman, visiting her professors during office hours. In fact . . .
“Looks like you’re right across the hall from Michelle Thompson.” Mercy gestured to the closed door to their right.
“Dr. Thompson,” Audrey murmured. “She was my undergrad advisor.”
Mercy gave her a sympathetic look. “My condolences.”
“What?” Audrey glanced at her in surprise because she’d adored Dr. Thompson. Her stomach sank. “She’s not . . . is she one of the ones making racist comments to you?”
Mercy shook her head. “No, I’d say Michelle dislikes us all equally.”
“She dislikes everyone?” That didn’t jibe with the woman Audrey had known.
“She’s . . . unpleasant, sorry to say.” Mercy gave her head a quick shake. “And that’s all I should say. Lord knows I hate gossip. You’ll see when you reintroduce yourself to her. Anyway, here’s your office.”
Audrey pushed that confusing tidbit to the side for now because this was her office! She stared at the plain brown door before her. There was a discolored spot at its center where the last occupant’s name plaque had rested. She’d have to get a new one for herself. Dr. Audrey Lind. Just picturing it gave her a thrill.
Using the key Mercy had given her, she unlocked the door and opened it, revealing a wooden desk that bore the wear and tear of countless others who’d used it before her. A bookcase stood against the right-hand wall, and behind the desk, a bright window beckoned.
“My office,” she breathed. In her adjunct positions, she’d never had her own space. Once, she’d had to conduct office hours in the cafeteria, but now . . . excitement bubbled up as she ran a hand over the desk. Already, she was imagining where her things would go and how many paintings she could fit on the walls.
“You look properly impressed,” Mercy said from behind her. “Guess I don’t have to ask if you like your office.”
“It’s perfect.” Audrey turned to face her. “I can’t wait to set it up.”
“I’ll leave you to it, then. You should find a hand dolly in the supply closet downstairs, if you need it to help with your boxes. Just let me know if you need anything. I’m down the other end of the hall.” She hooked a thumb over her shoulder. “Or text me, whichever’s easier.”
“Will do. Thanks so much, Mercy.”
“You bet. See you around.” With a wave, she headed down the hall.
Audrey spun in the middle of her office, taking a moment to just soak it in. The walls were bare and white, riddled with nicks and scratches, but to her, they were a blank slate. Her gaze drifted to the door across the hall. Mercy’s opinion of Dr. Thompson was somewhat shocking. Unpleasant, she’d called her. That wasn’t the Dr. Thompson whom Audrey had known. She had radiated joy when she spoke about art, particularly when she taught her students about some of the more overlooked female artists throughout history.
She’d inspired Audrey in so many ways. It still boggled her mind that she would be working with her now, a peer, a colleague, their offices so close together they could wave to each other across the hall if they both kept their doors open.
The gold nameplate caught her gaze. Dr. Michelle Thompson.
Michelle.
Of course Audrey had been peripherally aware of Dr. Thompson’s first name, but now she would probably be expected to call her by it, and that felt . . . weird. She’d been Dr. Thompson in Audrey’s mind for so many years.
Audrey walked to the worn chair behind her desk and sat, wincing as the chair let out an embarrassingly loud squeak. It was upholstered in a blue-patterned fabric that had seen better days. It wasn’t comfortable, either, but a chair was easy to replace. Surely there was an office supply store around here. She remembered from her undergrad days that this part of Vermont had been frustratingly lacking in shopping and other services, but who knew what new things had popped up since she’d last been here?
She imagined herself sitting at her desk, grading papers. Or even better . . . sitting across from a student, helping them work through a problem. Curious, she stood to peek out the window. Her office was on the back side of the building, which faced the forest, and while she would’ve rather been able to look out over the quad, this was nice, too . . . peaceful. She could just make out the Green Mountains in the distance.
This job was a dream come true. She loved it here.
Audrey fitted her new keys onto her key ring and set out to find the hand dolly Mercy had mentioned. The supply closet was easy to locate, and from there, she rolled the dolly to her car. She put a box of books on the bottom and then added a box containing some of her ceramics on top so the books could cushion it from bumps. She’d already packed everything so thoroughly that it should be bump-proof, though. Her ceramics were priceless to her.
As she made her way back to Holman Hall, a drizzling rain began to fall, and dammit, she’d left her umbrella in the car. Since she was already halfway to her destination, she started to hurry, hoping to make it inside before she—or her boxes—got too wet.
She mostly succeeded, but she felt damp and frazzled by the time she hurried up the ramp to Holman Hall. She wiped raindrops from her boxes before brushing wet hair out of her eyes. The rain was picking up now, and she might have to leave the rest of her boxes until tomorrow. Maybe she’d put these two in her office and call it a day.
As she stood waiting for the elevator, Audrey heard someone else approaching.
“. . . foolishness, when the department is already over budget,” a man said.
A woman’s voice made a sound of agreement before he continued.
“Bet she’s young. You know Stuart’s been on a kick to freshen up the department lately.” There was derision in the man’s tone, and Audrey had the sudden, sinking realization that not only were these two of her new coworkers, but they were probably talking about her.
“Frankly, I was surprised to hear we had a new professor at all,” the woman said, and that voice . . . the British accent . . .
Oh no.
Audrey knew that voice. She’d once fantasized about that sultry accent, and she’d admired the woman behind it more than just about anyone else in the world.
“If you ask me,” the woman continued, “we’d have been better served to give whatever classes she’s teaching to the existing staff.”
“Absolutely. A damn shame,” the man responded just as the pair passed the alcove where Audrey stood.
The elevator arrived with a brisk ding, causing the gossipers to look Audrey’s way, and sure enough, she found herself staring into the slightly widened eyes of Dr. Michelle Thompson.

Michelle’s skin prickled with discomfort as she recognized the woman waiting for the lift. Audrey Lind, the new hire she and Marcus had just been discussing . . . and not very nicely either. Years ago, Michelle had been Audrey’s undergrad advisor. She’d thought the young woman displayed impressive potential, both as an artist and as an academic.
But she hadn’t expected Audrey to wind up here.
Not when Michelle was struggling to keep her head above water, fighting for each breath she took in this stifling building. She was slowly drowning, but that was no excuse for her behavior. Michelle loathed gossip, but unfortunately there was no taking back what she’d said. And if Audrey’s wounded expression was any indication, she’d overheard every word.
“Oh, hello,” Marcus said, either ignorant of Audrey’s identity or pretending that was the case. “Marcus Elkin. I don’t believe we’ve met.”
“Audrey Lind.” She extended a hand, her expression polite. “I’m the new assistant professor, but I’m also a Northshire alum. In fact, I took one of your classes when I was an undergrad, Dr. Elkin.”
“Did you really?” Marcus held the door to the lift for her as she wheeled her cart into it, and before Michelle could extract herself from the situation, they were all inside, doomed to an awkward—if brief—journey to the second floor together.
Audrey nodded. “The Global Renaissance, a fascinating class.”
“Fantastic,” he enthused, as polite now as he’d been rude before. “Please call me Marcus.”
“Marcus,” Audrey repeated softly.
This was exactly why Michelle rarely socialized with her coworkers. It was all a bunch of insincerity and posturing, and right now, she intensely regretted allowing Marcus to draw her into a conversation in the lobby. She’d gotten caught up in venting her frustration about the department chair’s unwise decision to bring in a new assistant professor, and now she’d unintentionally insulted her former student.
Audrey caught her eye and extended a hand. “Dr. Thompson.”
“Audrey. It’s a pleasure to see you again.”
Audrey smiled at her, looking as bright-eyed and full of wonder as she had as an eighteen-year-old freshman, unapologetically enthusiastic about Michelle’s classes. Oh, how she missed having students like Audrey. These days, she was lucky if anyone paid attention at all. Most of her students were discreetly checking their phones and texting their friends.
The lift dinged again, and its doors opened on the second floor.
“Good luck, Audrey,” Marcus said. “Let me know if I can be of any help as you settle in.” He turned right, toward his office. Michelle and Audrey both turned left, confirming Michelle’s suspicion that her new coworker would be occupying the vacant office across from hers.
Certainly, she should apologize for what Audrey had overheard, but she couldn’t seem to find the right words. This was probably why no one in the building liked her. But Audrey used to like her, used to respect her, even. Michelle couldn’t bear to have her become yet another person who dreaded Michelle’s presence. If only her interpersonal skills weren’t so rusty . . .
She and Audrey walked toward their offices at the end of the hall. The dolly Audrey was pulling had a squeaky wheel, and the high-pitched sound grated on Michelle’s nerves.
“What classes will you be teaching?” she asked, working her way toward an apology.
“I’ve got two ceramics classes,” Audrey said, and there was that energetic enthusiasm again. In jeans and a red T-shirt, with her honey-brown hair pulled into a loose ponytail, she could still pass for a student. “And my personal favorite, Women in Art.”
Michelle exhaled roughly. Women in Art. The topic of her doctoral dissertation. Her passion. Her lifeblood. The class she proposed to the department chair year after year, only to be rejected every single time. “Women in Art?” she managed, hoping she sounded curious rather than furious, but the guarded look on Audrey’s face suggested she’d been unsuccessful.
“It’s a class I developed over the past year, showcasing some of the female artists who’ve been overlooked throughout history. It’s actually . . . you’re the one who inspired me to look for those women, Dr. Thompson. This class is something I’ve always wanted to teach.”
Audrey spoke those words with such earnestness, as if she’d been waiting for this opportunity as long as Michelle had, when in reality, she was so young, so inexperienced. This was likely her first job, when Michelle had worked so much longer, so much harder, only to have the class she was born to teach given to a newcomer.
“Good for you.” Michelle intended the words to be neutral, hopefully even kind, but they came out harsh, tasting bitter on her tongue. She’d always been prickly when defensive, and right now, she was a porcupine rolled up in a ball, quills protruding to ward off predators . . . or in this case, bright-eyed young professors.
Michelle knew she had responded badly, but there was no undoing it. Now she just wanted to retreat to the sanctuary of her office, where she could tend to her emotional wounds with privacy. “Have a nice day, Audrey.”
With hands that weren’t nearly as steady as they should have been, she unlocked her office and slipped inside, shutting the door behind herself. She leaned against it and exhaled, resting a hand against her stomach, which ached with disappointment.
Somehow, naive, eager Audrey would be teaching the class Michelle had been begging to teach for years. It was a slap in the face. A kick in the gut. And now she’d lost all motivation to prepare her office for the upcoming semester.
After spending several weeks in Cornwall over the summer studying the history of its artist colony, she’d been eager to get back to her office and begin updating her materials with some of the photos and data she’d accumulated in her research.
Obviously, that had been a mistake, but this mistake was easy to remedy. Without even setting down her briefcase, Michelle turned around and exited her office. She’d begin her prep work tomorrow. Right now, she just wanted to hide, both from the shame of treating Audrey so badly and the disappointment of having the Women in Art class snatched from her.
Michelle was going home.



CHAPTER TWO
Audrey pressed her thumbs into the clay, exhaling as it slipped beneath her fingers, whirling in steady revolutions on the wheel. The process was called centering the clay, and she’d always found it a good way to center herself as well. This was her version of meditation. She could lose herself at the pottery wheel, her fingers moving by muscle memory as they reshaped an unremarkable lump of clay into something beautiful.
A work of art.
She hoped to accomplish something similar for herself here in Middleton, Vermont. Her academic career was still in its earliest stages, like this clay. She’d had a few false starts, an adjunct class here and there that she likened to her early attempts at the pottery wheel, times when her fingers would begin to transform the clay into a pot or bowl only to slip and have the whole thing fold.
But this job . . . she meant for it to last. She would keep working, keep sculpting until she’d gotten it just right. Today had been frustrating. Disappointing. Even a little bit painful. Discovering that her former mentor wasn’t as wonderful as she remembered? Yeah, that hurt.
Good for you.
Those words could have been spoken with kindness, but they weren’t. Dr. Thompson had sounded almost angry as she said them. But why? She’d been so passionate about the often-overlooked female artists throughout history. She was the one who’d inspired Audrey’s passion on the subject. She’d thought Dr. Thompson would be thrilled for her. She’d had a lot of expectations for her first day on campus, and she’d been wrong about most of them.
Right now, she wanted to cry, but she couldn’t let today hold her back. She’d worked too hard for this. Nothing was going to stop her. Still, a little support from her former mentor would have been nice . . .
With a sigh, Audrey dipped her hand into the bowl of water to her left and then pressed two fingers into the center of the clay, creating an opening that would become the interior of the bowl. This was one of her favorite parts, watching the piece take shape beneath her fingers. Today’s bowl would be fairly low and wide, the type of bowl someone might use to display fruit on their kitchen island. After firing it in the kiln, she’d give it a frosty-blue glaze. Maybe lavender.
Although she’d chosen to pursue a career in academia, her art was still integral to who she was. One of the most important things about her, actually. This way, Audrey was free to pursue her art as a passion project. She could follow her muse without the pressure of relying on it as her sole source of income.
She had a website where she sold her ceramics, and she also participated in craft fairs during the summer months. Her bowls, vases, mugs, and other products brought in a nice side income, spending money for her hobbies and dinners out with friends. That income had kept her afloat over the past few years, when she hadn’t had steady income as a professor.
Even now, her ceramics would be a crucial source of spending money. Her starting salary as an assistant professor was barely enough to live on, especially after she factored in her student loan debt and the exorbitant cost of rental properties in the area. The little house she’d rented for the year hadn’t come cheap, but its location was perfect, within walking distance to the university.
The house itself was a bit run-down. Its appliances had seen better days, and the windows would probably be drafty as hell once winter hit, but it was functional and had plenty of classic New England charm.
She’d been puzzled by the crooked window in the attic, but the Realtor had cheerily told her that this was a uniquely Vermont feature called a witch window. It was set at a forty-five-degree angle to the rest of the house because apparently people in the nineteenth century believed witches wouldn’t be able to fly their broomsticks through such a tilted window, which Audrey thought was hilarious.
The guest bedroom served as her studio, and she was currently bathed in warm afternoon sunshine as she worked. The room had soft blue walls. She’d pushed the bed against the far wall and covered it in a tarp, then added a simple white bookcase to display her ceramics, everything from works in progress to completed items available for sale. The top shelf was reserved for her passion pieces, the ones so personal and beloved she was keeping them forever.
Today’s bowl was nearly complete. Once she was satisfied with it, she slowed the wheel while she used a sponge to soak up excess water from the surface of the clay. Then she stopped the wheel and used a piece of metal wire to cut the bowl off the wheel head. She wasn’t planning to etch any designs into this one, so it was finished for now. Later, she’d bring it to campus to fire it in the kiln before glazing.
The bowl had served its purpose. She felt calm, her mood buoyed. After she’d cleaned up the wheel—and herself—she checked the time on her phone and found a text from her brother. How did it go?
Erik was only a year older than Audrey, and they’d always been close. They talked almost every day, so of course she’d told him she would be visiting campus today. Disappointing. She inserted the appropriate emoji.
Nooooo that sucks! What happened?
Overheard some other professors talking about me, upset that I was hired. She decided to leave Dr. Thompson’s name out of it, since Erik probably remembered her from Audrey’s undergrad days, when she’d talked about her nonstop.
Damn, sis, I’m sorry. He followed it with a hugging emoji.
Thx. Mercy’s great though, and I *love* my office.
She and Erik texted for a few more minutes, and he soon had her in hysterics over an awkward run-in he’d had with one of his patients at the grocery store. Erik was an ER physician, and apparently he’d treated this man last week for a cucumber lodged in his rectum. Needless to say, he wasn’t thrilled to see Erik while he was picking out fresh vegetables with his wife.
By the time Audrey got ready for bed that night, her mood was restored. Tomorrow was a new day. She needed to finish setting up her office and start finding ways to make herself indispensable to Stuart Hollinger, the department chair, so he and the rest of the hiring committee would have no reason not to make her one-year contract a permanent one.
Whether Dr. Thompson liked it or not, Audrey was here to stay.

Audrey spent most of the week working on her office, and by Friday, it was absolutely perfect, if she did say so herself. After removing as many scuff marks as she could from the walls, she’d hung several paintings to add color and character to the space. She’d even picked up an inexpensive office chair to replace the one that had been left to her.
She placed the last book on the bottom shelf and stood up. Her shelves were bursting with books and ceramics, just the way she liked them. In a few minutes, she would go upstairs for the official “welcome to the new semester” gathering, where she’d meet the rest of her colleagues. So far, she’d encountered fewer professors walking the halls than she’d expected.
As for Dr. Thompson, Audrey had seen her twice more, but Dr. Thompson had been only perfunctorily polite, giving Audrey a pinched smile before retreating into her office and closing the door behind herself. It stung. Maybe Audrey had entertained a pipe dream of them becoming friends, or perhaps she’d hoped Dr. Thompson would slip back into the role of advisor and help Audrey find her footing here as a professor. Whatever she’d imagined, it hadn’t been this.
Mercy appeared in the doorway to Audrey’s office, rapping her knuckles against the open door. Today, her box braids were in a loose bun on top of her head.
“Hey,” Audrey said with a smile. “Haven’t seen you around much this week.”
Mercy shrugged. “I came and did my thing. I don’t think anyone spent as many hours here this week as you did.”
“Guilty as charged,” Audrey admitted. “I was eager to set up my first office.”
“Can’t blame you. I remember feeling the same way. Have you met many of the other professors?” Mercy asked.
“A few. It’s been quieter than I was expecting.”
“You’ll meet everyone at the meeting, I’m sure. Are you ready? I was about to head up to the conference room, and I thought you might like to walk together.”
“I’d like that a lot. Thanks, Mercy.” She was so grateful for Mercy’s guidance. Not only had she answered Audrey’s many questions, but she offered these extra gestures, like walking into the meeting together so Audrey didn’t feel like an outsider.
Audrey stood and closed her laptop, taking only her satchel with her. Inside, she kept a sketchbook in case artistic inspiration struck, but it also might come in handy for taking notes. Of course, she had her cell phone for note-taking too.
Nerves prickled in her stomach as she followed Mercy out of her office. Walking into a room full of professors as their peer for the first time was one thing, but several of those people had once been her professors. Hopefully, they would welcome her as one of them now, but her confidence was a little shaken by her interactions with Dr. Thompson.
Audrey and Mercy went upstairs to the third floor, entering a conference room Audrey had never been in before. The windows were rain spattered, revealing the wet, gray day outside. Audrey had forgotten how much it rained in Vermont this time of year.
When she got home later this afternoon, she’d open the windows and breathe it in, maybe even take her umbrella and go for a walk. The rain invigorated her, which was fortunate, as she found herself facing a half dozen members of her new department, all of whom were currently gazing at her with curiosity.
Audrey checked in with her face, making sure she wore an open, friendly smile, because these people were forming critical first impressions of her right now.
“You must be the new ceramics professor,” a tall man with thinning white hair said, extending a hand.
“I am. Audrey Lind.” She gave his hand a firm shake. He looked vaguely familiar, and she suspected he’d taught here during her undergrad days, although she didn’t think she’d ever taken one of his classes.
“Thomas Rivard.”
“Dr. Rivard, of course. I remember you from my time here as a student.”
His eyebrows rose. “You’re a Northshire alumna?”
She nodded. “Graduated eight years ago. Art history major, naturally.”
“Naturally,” he echoed, eyes twinkling. “Welcome back, Audrey, and please call me Thomas.”
“Thank you, Thomas.”
From there, Mercy introduced her around the room. A few professors seemed disinterested in meeting her, but no one was openly rude. Well, no one except . . . where was Dr. Thompson anyway? The sharp-tongued Brit was nowhere to be seen.
“Don’t start the meeting without me!” a male voice called jovially, and Stuart Hollinger entered the room. In his midsixties, he had neatly groomed gray hair and wore a gray sweater-vest over a white button-down shirt. His words were obviously a joke, as the meeting couldn’t begin without the man who’d called it, the chair of the art department.
Audrey had known him when she was a student—he’d been the chair then, too—but more recently, he’d been the driving force behind the committee’s decision to hire her, and so, she didn’t even have to think about her smile as she walked over to say hello. He’d helped her secure her first full-time position, teaching her absolute dream class lineup, so he was currently her hero, and she was determined to prove her worth and earn the right to stay.
“Great to see you, Audrey. How are you settling in?” he asked, giving her shoulder a pat that she didn’t love. It felt vaguely patronizing, but she quickly pushed the feeling aside.
“I’m all settled and excited for the semester. Mercy’s been an awesome mentor.”
“Wonderful,” he said. “Just what I like to hear. And please reach out if there’s anything I can help with.”
“Will do. Thank you.”
“All right, then.” With another pat to her shoulder, Stuart turned to face the room, and Audrey scrambled to take a seat before the meeting got underway. The chair to Mercy’s left was available, and Audrey claimed it. Just as Heather, the department secretary, closed the door to the room, Audrey spotted Dr. Thompson sitting at the end of the long table, eyes downcast as she looked at something on her phone.
She must have arrived while Audrey was talking to Stuart. And oof, that tweed jacket was really working for her. It was woven in shades of gray, and she’d buttoned it over a periwinkle-blue dress shirt that complemented her fair complexion. Dr. Thompson had always had an affinity for tweed, and Audrey had always had a weakness for seeing her in it.
Dr. Thompson’s dark hair was pulled back in a neat twist, the way she’d worn it since Audrey was a student, and those big, soulful brown eyes were as captivating as ever. She was older now, of course, midforties if Audrey had to guess. There were lines on her face that hadn’t been there before, and her features were sharper, as if she’d lost some of the softness of her youth.
Audrey had always thought wrinkles were beautiful, and Dr. Thompson’s were no exception. If anything, she was even more striking now, although Audrey couldn’t help missing her youthful enthusiasm. This older, harder version of her former mentor was jarring.
As she studied Dr. Thompson, Audrey’s heart beat just a little bit faster. She felt like the teenage version of herself, swooning for her hot professor. Audrey hadn’t known at first why her pulse raced whenever Dr. Thompson called on her, why she couldn’t take her eyes off the graceful curve of her neck or the way her legs looked when she wore heels.
Once she started fantasizing about Dr. Thompson pressing Audrey against her desk and kissing her, Audrey realized she might not be straight after all. Her undergrad days had been filled with fantasies about Dr. Thompson, and somehow they had always been hotter than anything she’d experienced with her college boyfriends or girlfriends.
But that was in the past. Audrey had gotten over her crush shortly after graduation. As Stuart called the meeting to order, Dr. Thompson lifted her head. Her gaze swept over Audrey on its way to the front of the room, and Audrey’s heart gave a traitorous flutter.
No, absolutely not. She was not going to swoon over her coworker, let alone the one coworker who had been the least friendly since her arrival. Audrey turned to face Stuart as he began to speak.
“Greetings, all. I hope you had a nice summer. Before we go any further, I’d like to welcome the newest member of our faculty, Dr. Audrey Lind. Some of you may remember her from her time here as a student. If you haven’t met her yet, please say hello and welcome her to the department before you leave today. Now, to the next order of business. Heather’s passing out flyers with a list of campus committees that have faculty openings. I encourage you all to apply if you see something that looks like a good fit. I’ll be happy to pass along any recommendations.”
A few muffled groans went around the room from professors who clearly had no interest in volunteering for another commitment. Audrey sat taller in her chair, reaching eagerly for a flyer from the stack.
Here was an opportunity to impress her new boss and prove herself a valuable member of the department. She would apply for everything she was qualified for.

Michelle stood with relief when Stuart finally ended the meeting almost two hours later. He’d always loved the sound of his own voice a little too much, if you asked her . . . not that anyone ever did. She left the flyer advertising committee openings where it lay on the table in front of her. Michelle already sat on the Sustainability Committee; plus she volunteered as a faculty advisor for the campus Pride Coalition. Those commitments were more than enough.
Briefly, her gaze caught on Audrey. The young woman looked away, averting her eyes from Michelle, and that stung, although Michelle knew it was her own fault. She hadn’t meant to alienate her former student, but now that she’d inadvertently insulted her—twice—there seemed to be no undoing the damage, at least, not while Michelle’s feelings about losing the Women in Art class were still so raw.
She walked downstairs to retrieve her umbrella from her office, hesitating as she realized Audrey had left her office door wide open. She really ought to keep it locked when she wasn’t in it. Michelle’s gaze roamed the neatly arranged shelves filled with books and ceramics and the interesting array of paintings on the walls.
From here, Michelle didn’t recognize any of the artists, but they appeared to be original paintings, not prints, which impressed her. It was hard for younger professors to afford original art, so many of them settled for prints of famous works. She was intrigued to know where Audrey had gotten these and whose work they were.
Audrey had been a bit of a teacher’s pet back in the day, and if her office was any indication, her overachieving personality was still in place. This was probably the neatest and most aesthetically pleasing office in the building.
The door to the stairwell opened, and Michelle quickly unlocked her own office and ducked inside before she got stuck talking to someone. She was terrible at casual conversation. She always had been, but lately she seemed worse at it than ever. Michelle waited until she heard footsteps enter an office farther down the hall before grabbing her things and heading back out.
She walked to the stairwell, but just as she reached it, the door swung open, and Audrey stepped out, powder blue corduroy satchel slung over her shoulder. Michelle stepped automatically to the side so they didn’t collide with each other.
“Hi,” Audrey said, giving Michelle a curious look.
“Hello.” Michelle stepped past her into the stairwell. “Have a nice evening, Audrey.”
“You too.”
Michelle saw the disappointment on Audrey’s face as she began to descend the stairs. In hindsight, she should have asked Audrey how she felt after her first department meeting, maybe even offered some advice. Instead, she had done what she did best and fled a potentially awkward situation.
As Michelle stepped outside into an evening that had turned cool enough for her to feel fall on the breeze, regret twisted in her stomach for letting Audrey down yet again. Michelle sucked in a deep, cleansing breath. Having grown up in London, she appreciated the cool, damp air more than most. Gloomy days suited her.
A gentle rain fell, and she opened her umbrella for the short walk to her car. Michelle strode across the quad, enjoying the staccato tap of her heels against the flagstones. Soon, the campus would fill with students. The thought released a barrage of emotions. There was the familiar anticipation of a new academic year, new students to teach, the joy of opening young minds.
But increasingly, that joy was tempered by a harsh reality. Many of her students paid more attention to their social media than to her . . . if they even bothered to stay awake. The moment she dimmed the lights and put up a slide for them to discuss, half the students fell asleep in their seats. They didn’t care about art history. Frankly, she wondered if their generation cared about anything but TikTok.
Maybe she should give her art history lectures on their preferred platform, in bite-size video snippets. Perhaps that would get their attention. Michelle snorted at her own absurdity as she slid behind the wheel of her BMW. As she began the drive home, the rain picked up, a manifestation of her mood.
At home, she poured herself a small amount of whisky, picked up her laptop, and brought both with her onto the screened-in porch. This was her favorite feature in her new house. She’d moved here last summer after her divorce was finalized. The house itself was small and unremarkable, but it boasted a stunning view of the Green Mountains in back, and the covered porch allowed her to enjoy it while being sheltered from the rain and the bugs.
The porch might be her favorite outdoor feature, but she also enjoyed the network of dirt roads that surrounded her house. They were perfect for riding her bike. During the warmer months, she tried to get in about five miles every morning to start the day, as well as frequent hikes on her property. Since the divorce, she’d been more committed to her mental and physical health, trying to better herself for her own sake.
Kelly’s degrading comments had taken a toll, and only now, after a year of therapy, was Michelle beginning to find her way back to herself. She had a long way to go, but that was fine. There was no hurry. These days, Michelle had no one to please but herself.
She hadn’t reinstalled her university email account on her mobile phone yet—she removed it every summer to give herself a bit of distance—and consequently, she hadn’t checked it since yesterday. She was waiting to hear back about an article she’d submitted for publication on one of her favorite artists, Mary Cassatt, detailing how Cassatt had changed the way women’s lives were portrayed in art in the late 1800s.
Frankly, Michelle had had a difficult time constraining herself to a handful of pages. She could have written an entire book on the subject. In fact, she’d often been tempted to do just that, but she’d never managed to find the time. Instead, she continued to publish her research through the journal articles that were so revered in academia, the kind that everyone loved to talk about but few actually read.
At least, if her piece on Cassatt was accepted, she could cross an item off her to-do list for the fall semester. Michelle settled on the sofa on her porch, placing the laptop beside her. She put her feet up on the ottoman and sipped her whisky, exhaling as the tension began to recede from her muscles.
Somewhere over the years, she’d started to dread department meetings and not just because Stuart talked too much. Truthfully, most of the faculty were afflicted with the same problem. The meetings became tedious, people talking over each other, all convinced their ideas were of utmost importance when, in her opinion, they rarely were.
Just today, they’d spent thirty minutes debating whether they needed a new coffee machine for the break room while Michelle quietly browsed for new throw pillows for this very sofa under the pretense of taking notes on her phone. On the plus side, she’d ordered a set of lovely orange-patterned pillows that ought to complement her slate-colored sofa quite well.
With a sigh, she took another sip of whisky, gazing out at the mountaintops in the distance. Soon, they would begin to change color, the endless thatch of green treetops transforming into a tapestry of reds, golds, and yellows. It was her favorite part of living in Vermont, except for it coinciding with the start of the academic year.
A soft noise behind her alerted her to Muse’s presence on the porch. Of course, the cat had followed her out. While Muse might not be fond of Michelle, she did love this porch.
“Hello, Muse,” Michelle said as the cat strolled past.
Muse, as expected, ignored her as she hopped up onto the perch Michelle had put out here for her comfort. She’d probably been waiting for Michelle to get home so she’d have access to her favorite part of the house, since Michelle kept the door to the porch closed and locked when she wasn’t home.
The cat settled on her perch, then pointed her right hind leg to the sky and began grooming herself. Michelle rolled her eyes. Neither she nor Muse had been pleased when Kelly left them. Muse had been Kelly’s cat, so when Kelly announced somewhat unexpectedly that she’d had enough and was moving out, Michelle had expected her to take her cat with her.
She hadn’t. She’d abandoned both Michelle and Muse to pursue greener pastures in New York. The last Michelle had heard, Kelly was already living with someone else, madly in love and so over the wife she’d left behind. Michelle’s mood darkened, becoming the same hostile gray as the sky overhead.
Muse pricked her ears, looking at something outside, and Michelle noticed two deer grazing at the bottom of the hill. Beautiful. Deer always had a calming effect on her. They were so quiet, so graceful when they bounded in and out of the trees. Muse shifted forward, poised as if to pounce, as if she weren’t confined to the screened-in porch and infinitely too small to take down a deer regardless.
Muse’s fur was a striking combination of black and white, a color pattern that earned her the distinction of being called a tuxedo cat, mostly black with a white patch on her nose and chest, and white markings on her legs. Somewhere—probably in one of the boxes in the basement—there was a photo of Michelle and Muse posing together when Michelle wore her own black tuxedo, taken before she and Kelly attended a friend’s wedding. Kelly had loved that photo, said it was one of her favorites, and yet she’d left it behind too.
Recognizing that she was heading into what her therapist would call a negative thought pattern, Michelle set down her whisky and opened her laptop. She loaded her university email, frowning as her screen filled with unread messages. Somehow, she always forgot how much correspondence came with the start of a new academic year.
She saw a reminder for today’s department meeting that she quickly deleted, an email confirming her continued participation on the Sustainability Committee, a meeting request from the Pride Coalition, several emails from the IT department with new procedures and login information, several more emails from other professors in the department, and tucked in between them all . . . a response from the academic journal about her article submission.
Unfortunately, your topic is not a good fit for our upcoming issue . . .
The phrase jumped out at her, and her shoulders slumped. She’d put a lot of work into that article. Maybe she could find another publication to submit it to, because she didn’t want to have to start over. It irked her that she was expected to put so much effort into these articles, as if they somehow proved her merit as a professor. All a waste of time, if you asked her.
Again, not that anyone ever did.
But that was a problem for tomorrow. Tonight, Michelle would respond to her emails and prepare for the first day of class. When she was in a mood like this, it was best to take each day as it came.
When she did allow herself to look ahead, she saw only continued misery at NU. The day was coming when it would be time for her to take a hard look at her future and where it might take her, possibly far away from Vermont.



CHAPTER THREE
Audrey smoothed a hand over her hair for approximately the fiftieth time that morning, catching her ring in the process. She freed it from her hair and spun it idly on her middle finger. It was a handcrafted gift from a talented friend, an oval-shaped turquoise stone set into a delicately carved silver band, her favorite piece of jewelry.
Her first class started in ten minutes, and she was annoyingly fidgety. She’d gotten here way too early, eager to familiarize herself with the classroom and make sure she knew how to work the equipment, which hadn’t taken as long as she’d expected. Now she found herself standing at the front of the room, trying not to look like an overeager amateur if any of her students showed up early.
Since she had time to kill, Audrey pulled out her phone and snapped a quick selfie standing at the lectern with the empty classroom visible behind her. She texted it to her parents, knowing they were eager for a glimpse of her at her new job.
Probably because of her nervousness, she’d guzzled entirely too much water, and now . . . she cast a glance at the clock hanging near the door. Yep, she still had time to visit the restroom before her class started. Was it okay to leave her laptop here while she stepped out? She closed it to make it less noticeable on the lectern and then ducked into the hallway.
Several students stood at the end of the hall, wearing backpacks and laughing together. The sight filled her with a warm sense of nostalgia. She’d loved being a student, all the way from elementary school to her postdoc studies. Nothing energized her like a classroom, and now she would get to spend her career in one.
Audrey slipped into an all-gender restroom—something she was thrilled to see that her alma mater had adopted since she was a student—and took care of business. When she returned to her classroom, two of the students she’d noticed earlier were seated in the back of the room, looking at their phones and talking quietly.
“Hi,” Audrey called to them as she took her spot at the lectern. “Welcome to the new semester. Is this your first class of the year?”
One of them shot her a vaguely annoyed look for interrupting their conversation. “Yeah.”
“It’s my first too,” Audrey told her. “I’m Dr. Lind.”
“You’re new here, right?” the student asked. “I don’t remember seeing you last year.”
“That’s right. I’m really excited about this class too. I’m a potter in my spare time. In fact, I brought a few of my pieces in today for inspiration.” She gestured to the blue ombre glazed bowl and etched mug on the table beside the lectern.
“That’s cool. How did you make that rainbow effect on the mug?” the girl asked, focusing all her attention on Audrey for the first time.
“It’s one of my favorite techniques, and we’ll be learning it in this class.” Audrey lifted the mug and approached the two students so they could get a closer look. “I apply liquid wax to the clay while it’s at the leather-hard stage, then use a stylus tool to carve my design into the clay. After it’s completely dry, I brush the paint on one color at a time, wiping away the excess with a sponge. The wax keeps the paint from adhering to the main surface of the mug, so the result is this rainbow gradient in the design I carved.”
“It’s so pretty.” The student gazed admiringly at Audrey’s mug, holding out a tentative hand. “May I?”
“Of course.” Audrey handed it to her. “Have you used a pottery wheel before?”
The student nodded. “Yeah, but I’ve never created anything this cool. You’re really going to show us how to make one of these?”
“I really am. What’s your name?”
“I’m Sophie Bellanger. This is my friend Emma.” She gestured toward the girl sitting next to her.
“Nice to meet you both.” Audrey saw the way Sophie’s eyes lit up over the idea of making beautiful ceramics, and she felt the same spark inside herself because she was doing it. She was inspiring new artists.
More students had trickled in now. Audrey walked around the room, letting everyone see the mug. A few of them looked bored, but most seemed interested in creating something like it. This was one of Audrey’s favorite things about ceramics: you could customize your pieces however you liked.
She loved to make her ceramics fresh and colorful, but her techniques could be applied to pretty much any style the potter preferred. She was only expecting eleven students for this first class of the morning. Enrollment hadn’t reached capacity, which was disappointing, but hopefully the numbers would improve in future semesters. By the time the clock showed nine, she counted eleven people in the room.
“Good morning, everyone, and welcome to Ceramics I. I’m Dr. Lind. In this class, we’ll cover basic techniques for using the pottery wheel, trimming, carving, and decorating your piece, and firing it in the kiln. Our Monday sessions will meet here in the classroom, and on Thursdays we’ll be in the studio on the first floor to practice what you’ve learned while creating your own pieces. You can expect to have at least five finished pieces by the end of the semester. Are there any questions before we start?”
As it turned out, there were. Audrey answered questions, walking between desks to get to know her students. She had prepared a selection of slides for today’s lecture, going over the syllabus as she introduced the topics and techniques she would be covering in class.
She also wore a microphone attached to the collar of her shirt. She’d been informed last week that there was a deaf student in this class, so she was using software that transcribed her words as she spoke, displaying them on the screen at the front of the room for accessibility.
Audrey lost track of time as she immersed herself in the class, pleased with the attentiveness of her students. Before she knew it, her time was up. “Office hours are posted in the portal if you need anything before our next class. Otherwise, I’ll see you in the studio on Thursday for our first session throwing on the pottery wheel. We’re going to begin with a simple bowl, so be thinking about how you’d like to customize your piece.”
Everyone headed for the door, phones out as their attention turned to their next class or whatever else today held for them. Audrey began to shut down the AV system, since this was her only class in this room today. One student lingered, a girl with light-brown skin and a high ponytail. She had introduced herself earlier in class as Laya LaRue.
“Hi, Laya. Is there something I can help with?” Audrey wished she hadn’t just shut down the screen, since Laya was her deaf student.
“Thank you, Dr. Lind, for using subtitles during class,” Laya said, her words a bit slurred. “Will that be available in the studio too?”
Audrey nodded. “I actually meant to email you about that. There won’t be a screen in the studio, but I can send you login information for your laptop or tablet, and you can view the captions there. Will that work?”
Laya’s expression brightened. “Yes. Actually, I would prefer that in class too.”
“You got it. I’ll email you this evening with the login information.”
“Thank you.” Laya signed the expression as she spoke.
Audrey didn’t know much sign language, but she’d learned a few basic phrases in college, so she signed her response as she said, “You’re welcome.”
Laya grinned. She made an unfamiliar sign that began with what Audrey recognized as the letter L, then pointed at herself.
Audrey mimicked the gesture as well as she could. “Laya?”
Laya nodded, repeating the sign for her name until Audrey had gotten it. Then she waved. “Bye, Dr. Lind. See you Thursday.”
“Bye, Laya. It was a pleasure talking to you.”
Audrey watched her leave, then finished packing up her belongings. As she left the classroom, headed for her office in the next building, she could feel the wide smile on her lips. Her first class had gone so well, and she was more pumped than ever for this job. It was already amazing, and she hadn’t even taught her Women in Art class yet.
She stepped outside, following the sidewalk toward Holman Hall. Idly, she repeated the sign for Laya as she walked, committing it to memory so she could greet her student in the future.
“Hi, Audrey!”
She looked up, waving at Mercy as she passed. “Hi.”
“How was your first class?”
“Really good,” Audrey told her. “Also I think this new transcription software is going to be a game changer for accessibility.”
“I agree,” Mercy said. “I’ve started using it in all my classes. A lot of students like having the option to see what’s said in class. I think it helps with comprehension of the material across the board.”
“That’s such a great point. My last girlfriend always used subtitles on the TV because she said she picked up on so much dialogue she would have missed otherwise. Do all the professors use it?”
Mercy shrugged. “Most of them don’t unless they’re notified about a student who needs accommodations, and even then, some of the older professors grumble about having to learn the technology.”
“Well, I probably wouldn’t have thought of it otherwise, but I think I’ll use it in all my classes now. It was simple to implement, and then no one feels singled out for needing accommodations.”
Mercy smiled. “Glad to hear things are going well. I’ve got to run, but maybe we can meet up for coffee later this week? I’d love to hear more about how you’re settling in.”
“That sounds great. My social schedule is wide open, so just let me know when and where.”
“Will do. Later, Audrey.” With a wave, Mercy headed down the path toward the building Audrey had just left.
Audrey entered Holman Hall with a spring in her step. She had some free time to organize her notes for this afternoon’s class and grab lunch, and then she taught Ceramics II. She was also hoping to spend some time working on a journal article. It was important to get something published, and the sooner the better for making an impression on Stuart.
Tomorrow, she’d teach Women in Art. That was the class she’d been most anticipating, but after her morning ceramics class, she realized she’d already set the bar pretty high for herself because that class had gone amazingly well.
She walked upstairs to her second-floor office, surprised to see Dr. Thompson’s office door open. Since her arrival on campus last Monday, Audrey hadn’t seen her door left open a single time. Maybe Dr. Thompson would be more sociable now that the semester had begun?
“Good morning,” Audrey called as she unlocked the door to her own office.
“Good morning,” came the faint reply.
Audrey glanced into Dr. Thompson’s office to see her seated behind her desk, black-framed glasses perched on her nose, teacup in hand as she stared at her laptop. Dr. Thompson’s blazer today was a black-and-white houndstooth pattern, worn over a black top, and combined with the glasses and the teacup . . . well, it was a good look on her. A very good look.
Dr. Thompson raised her eyes, her expression perhaps slightly annoyed that Audrey was still standing there instead of going into her own office. Audrey was torn. She didn’t want to push, but it was killing her that things were so stilted between her and her former advisor.
“I hear you’ve been appointed to the Sustainability Committee,” Dr. Thompson said after a pause.
“Oh, really? I haven’t seen an email about it.” Audrey had even checked this morning before class, not wanting to miss any last-minute instructions about the new semester. She’d put her name in for three committees, and while this one hadn’t been her top choice, she was glad to have been picked for something. “Wait, how do you know that before I do?”
Dr. Thompson sipped her tea before setting down the cup. “Because I’m also on the committee, and we voted last night. I imagine your welcome email will be coming anytime now.”
“Oh wow . . . cool.” Audrey cringed internally, because she sounded the opposite of cool, especially faced with the perfectly poised Dr. Thompson, who was likely regretting her decision to vote for Audrey . . . if she’d voted for Audrey, which maybe she hadn’t, since she didn’t seem thrilled to have Audrey around in general.
Dr. Thompson gave a faint nod, then dropped her gaze to her laptop.
Taking the hint, Audrey went into her office, leaving her door open too. She sat and booted up her laptop, and sure enough, she had an email welcoming her to the Sustainability Committee. The first meeting was this Thursday, which gave her a few days to get up to speed on what would be expected of her.
Too bad she couldn’t just ask the woman across the hall . . .
But Audrey could tell when someone wanted to be left alone, and she tried very hard not to make a pest of herself. She was excessively enthusiastic by nature, but she could control herself when needed. At any rate, the committee should be a great way to get involved and prove her commitment to the university.
Her phone pinged with an incoming text, and she smiled to see her mom’s name on the screen, followed by a string of happy emojis in response to Audrey’s classroom selfie. She’d also received a department-wide email from Stuart, the department chair, inviting everyone to a “welcome to the new school year” cocktail gathering at his house. Audrey added that and the committee meeting to her calendar, trying not to think about the fact that Dr. Thompson would likely be at both events.

“Good afternoon, and welcome to Fundamentals of Art History. I’m Dr. Thompson.” Michelle swept her gaze over the roughly fifty students in attendance. This being an entry-level class that fulfilled the university’s art requirement, it was usually large and filled with students who had little to no interest in art or history. As such, it was her least favorite class to teach. And yet she got stuck with it, year after year.
Even worse, this semester it was being offered in a single three-hour Thursday-afternoon block. Right now, she just wanted to get through this first week of classes. It was always the hardest, a shock to her system after a quiet summer spent immersed in her research.
This summer, she’d spent several weeks in St. Ives, a seaside village along the southwest coast of England, in Cornwall. The area had long been a hub for local artists, playing an important role in the development of British modernism after the war. While she was there, Michelle had become fascinated with the artist Eliza St. Claire.
St. Claire’s paintings embraced the Romantic style of the late 1800s, often-stormy seascapes with figures reaching for each other over the waves, and she exhibited a preference for dark, moody colors. While her paintings focused on nature, when she included people, they were always female figures. What a fascinating woman she’d been and rumored to have been a lesbian as well.
For obvious reasons, the sapphics were always Michelle’s favorites.
How she longed for the opportunity to teach St. Claire’s work to a room full of eager students. Michelle’s fingers clenched against the lectern as she forced her thoughts back on topic.
“We’ll begin today with a brief look at some of the earliest art known to man, a fascinating peek into human lives some forty thousand years ago. Even more interesting, it’s up to us to interpret what we believe these cave markings mean, using historical clues. Just as scientists must imagine what dinosaurs looked like based on their fossilized skeletons and other scientific data, historians have to make an educated guess as to why someone sketched ancient horses and deer in a cave in France.”
Michelle paused, unsurprised to see that many of her students were looking down, probably playing on their phones. The rest stared blankly in her direction, looking like they’d rather be anywhere but here. She held in a sigh. New semester, same problems.
Nonetheless, she carried on, taking them through a variety of ancient carvings and paintings. This lesson wasn’t her favorite either. She preferred more recent periods of history, when she could sink deeper into the artists behind the art, especially the often-overlooked women like Eliza St. Claire. Michelle might not get to teach Women in Art, but she’d always included as many female artists in her classes as she reasonably could or, at least, as many as she was allowed.
In the beginning, her classes had featured closer to an even split, which seemed only fair, in her opinion. Male artists were often the most famous. They tended to get all the attention, but women throughout history had been creating art that was just as magnificent, and she wanted her classes to reflect that fact.
But there had been complaints. She’d been asked to adhere to a more traditional curriculum. So here she was, teaching about the same overrated male artists everyone had already heard of. It was infuriating . . . and disillusioning.
As the class exited the room at the end of those interminably long three hours, Michelle began to pack up. She thought idly of the exuberance on Audrey’s face this morning as she’d headed off to teach a class. If she really focused, Michelle could remember when she herself had been that enthusiastic, probably around the time she’d had Audrey as a student.
If only her students now were as engaged as Audrey had been then.
“Great class, Dr. Thompson.”
Michelle looked up from her briefcase to see a silver-haired woman giving her a thumbs-up as she passed the lectern. She’d noticed at the beginning of class that she had a mature student in this session, but it had slipped her mind once she began her lecture.
“Thank you,” Michelle told her.
The woman, whose name escaped her, waved as she left the lecture hall. Michelle enjoyed having older students in her classes. They tended to be people who were here because they wanted to learn, whether they were working toward a career change or fulfilling a dream of attending college that they had been denied earlier in life.
This woman seemed to fit that mold, and Michelle was curious to learn her story. She made a mental note to remember the woman’s name after her next class. She walked outside into a light rain, grateful for her umbrella. As she entered Holman Hall a few minutes later, Michelle saw Stuart walking in her direction.
“Good afternoon, Michelle,” he said. “How’s your semester going so far?”
“It’s fine.” She shrugged, but then curiosity got the better of her. “I was surprised to learn that Audrey’s teaching Women in Art. I thought you were opposed to offering that class, since you kept turning down my proposal?”
“Ah.” He rocked back on his heels. “I probably should have spoken to you about that before the start of the semester. I apologize for not doing so. Time got away from me.”
She kept her expression neutral, waiting for him to answer her question.
“I was never opposed to the class,” Stuart said, his expression apologetic. “Your proposal just never stood out to me. Audrey’s did. Her proposal felt fresh and exciting. She’s incorporating some modern elements into her syllabus to really bring the history alive, and since she’s new here, it felt like a good time to give that class a trial run.”
Michelle blinked, stung. “Oh.”
“It’s nothing personal.”
“Of course not. Thank you for your honesty.”
She turned and strode down the hall, reeling, because that wasn’t the response she’d expected. She’d thought he might feed her a line about how adding a new professor to the department had allowed him to widen their course selection, but no . . . he’d thought Audrey’s proposal was better. Fresher. More exciting.
She forced herself to unclench her fists, blinking away the dampness in her eyes. In that moment, she hated this university and everyone in it with such vehemence, her skin flushed hot. This place just kept pushing her down, and it hurt. So much. Her throat ached, but she would not cry. If her mother had taught her anything, it was how to control her emotions.
Michelle shut herself in her office for a much-needed cup of chamomile tea because her day wasn’t over. The first Sustainability Committee meeting was this evening, and it promised to be a fittingly tedious ending to her awful day.
After taking a few fortifying sips of her tea, she opened her laptop to check her email. There was nothing of interest in her university account, but she’d received a message from Kate Fisher in her personal email. She and Kate went way back, having met when they were assigned as roommates their freshman year at Oxford.
After graduation, Kate put her career on hold to start a family, while Michelle followed Kelly to the States for her graduate studies. These days, Kate was married with three mostly grown children, still living in London, but she and Michelle had kept in touch on and off over the years. It was nice having someone from home to talk to, even if they didn’t have much in common anymore.
Kate’s email was ebullient, as her oldest had just gotten engaged. Michelle sent off a quick reply, extending her congratulations on the engagement. To her surprise, her phone began to ring almost immediately with a call from Kate.
“Figured I’d catch you while I knew you weren’t teaching,” Kate said when Michelle connected the call. “How’s the new semester?”
“It’s been . . . frustrating, but that’s nothing new.” Briefly, she considered venting about what Stuart had just told her, but she found she didn’t want to think about it anymore, let alone talk about it. “Tell me more about Gemma and Amir’s engagement. Have they set a date?”
“They’re looking at next summer,” Kate said. “Can you believe I’m about to be the mother of the bride? At our age?”
“I can’t,” Michelle admitted. Kate had married young, and now it seemed her daughter was following in her footsteps. “But it’s wonderful news.”
“I’m over the moon about it.”
Michelle sipped her tea as Kate told her every detail about the engagement, grateful for the distraction from her tumultuous thoughts. They’d always been this way. Kate was as chatty as Michelle was reserved, and so, Michelle tended to listen while Kate talked. It might make them unlikely friends, and yet somehow, it just worked.
Last year, Michelle had allowed Kate to talk her into seeing a therapist after the divorce, and in hindsight, she could reluctantly agree that it had been a good idea. Her therapist had opened Michelle’s eyes to the emotional damage Kelly had caused, how much her belittling comments had eroded Michelle’s self-esteem. But outside those sessions, Michelle generally disliked talking about herself.
By the time she ended the call, Michelle felt somewhat calmer. She stood with a sigh. This meeting would likely be twice as long as it needed to be, dominated by men who talked too much. At least, with Audrey’s inclusion, Michelle would no longer be the only woman on the committee.
As she exited her office, she saw that the door to Audrey’s office was open. Audrey stood behind her desk packing up, about to begin the same walk.
Common courtesy said Michelle should wait so they could walk over together. But Michelle was still smarting from the knowledge that Stuart thought Audrey’s class was better than hers, and she couldn’t face Audrey right now. She just couldn’t.
Audrey looked up and spotted her, and Michelle had a glimpse of Audrey beginning to hold up a hand to ask Michelle to wait for her before she turned away, hurrying toward the stairwell.
As she exited the building, Michelle exhaled in relief to have made her escape. Her chest loosened in anticipation of a quiet walk alone, and yet she still felt a slight pinch of something she refused to put a name to as she imagined the hurt look on Audrey’s face when she realized Michelle had left without her.



CHAPTER FOUR
Audrey had expected so much more from her first Sustainability Committee meeting. She’d come up with a long list of initiatives she’d like to see implemented on campus, eager to share her ideas and make a good impression on her fellow committee members, and instead she’d sat and listened to a bunch of men use big words that ultimately meant very little.
“We’ve seen a thirteen percent increase in recyclables collected since installing the new bins around campus,” Harrison Bosko said. “I think we can consider that initiative a success.”
Audrey bit her tongue. These guys were still focused on recycling when there was so much more they could be doing to make the campus greener. But every time she’d tried to speak up and voice one of her suggestions, she’d been interrupted.
Dr. Thompson, who’d arrived ahead of Audrey after pointedly declining to walk over together, was seated at the opposite end of the conference table and hadn’t contributed much to the meeting. Mostly, she’d just gone along with what the men had proposed, which so far, was a lot of nothing.
Once the chatter about recycling bins died down, Audrey tried again. “I’d like to propose an initiative to add reusable containers in the dining halls. Students could receive a discount on their coffees if they brought in their—”
“There’s no room in the budget for the up-front cost,” an older professor from the finance department interrupted. “If there’s nothing else, I think we can conclude today’s meeting?”
Heads nodded all around the room, including Dr. Thompson’s. She hadn’t even looked at Audrey when she spoke. What was up with her? Audrey had had enough of the cold shoulder.
“Very well, folks, I think this was a productive start to the academic year,” Brad Folchuk, the committee chair, said. “As you know, we meet the first Thursday of every month, but we do have an additional meeting scheduled next Thursday to discuss the new environmental legislation passed by the Vermont House over the summer. I believe Dr. Sharma and Dr. Thompson are scheduled to present the findings of their research into how this new legislation may affect our campus initiatives?”
There were murmurings of agreement, and then the meeting began to break up. Audrey stood, glad to stretch her legs after sitting for nearly two hours. Several committee members came over to introduce themselves and ask how she was liking the campus so far, making friendly conversation. In her peripheral vision, Audrey saw Dr. Thompson slip out the door.
“Audrey, before you leave, I was hoping I could ask a favor.” Dr. Folchuk stood in front of her, an expectant look on his face. “Could you bring some refreshments for the next meeting, something for people to snack on? It’s dinnertime, and these meetings tend to run late.”
Yes, she’d noticed that, and in fact, she was starving, but . . . was he asking her to bring refreshments because she was the newest and youngest member of the committee or because she was one of the only women? Regardless, she couldn’t say no to the committee chair, not when she was trying to make a good impression.
“Sure,” she told him. “I’d be happy to.”
“Thanks.” He patted her on the shoulder, much as Stuart had done last week, and she still didn’t like it. “You’re a lifesaver. Have a good evening.”
By the time she left Sierra Hall, streetlamps had come on, illuminating the walkways outside. The fading glow of the sunset was visible behind the administration building to her left. Next week, Dr. Thompson would be speaking. That should be interesting. Audrey hadn’t heard her say more than a few sentences so far this semester. And yes, she knew she was spending too much time thinking about her former advisor.
Stubbornly, she pushed Dr. Thompson from her mind. When she got home that evening, she spent some time painting ceramics to clear her head. She was working on a set of mugs decorated with a pattern of fall leaves, and she loved the way they had turned out. Hopefully, they’d sell quickly once she posted them to her website.
After that, she FaceTimed her parents. Her mom had been asking for more pictures of her rental house—especially her home studio—so she took them on a quick video tour, walking through the house while they caught up before calling it a night.
The next morning came all too soon, marking the end of Audrey’s first week as a full-time professor. The week had had its ups and downs, but overall, she was calling it a win. After work, she’d been invited to dinner with Mercy and her husband. Rather than the standard bottle of wine, since Mercy didn’t drink, Audrey brought a vase she’d made, decorated in jewel tones and filled with a selection of red and orange gerbera daisies.
Mercy lived on a tree-lined street full of small colonial-style houses, about a ten-minute drive from the campus. Audrey’s GPS guided her to a brown-paneled house with a well-kept lawn. A dog barked when she rang the doorbell, and a fluffy golden face peered at her from the glass pane beside the door. It looked like some kind of poodle mix.
Mercy opened the door. “You’re right on time. Come in, and don’t mind Maple here. She gets excited when we have visitors, but she’s friendly.”
“Hi, Maple,” Audrey said to the dog, who was still barking. Maple quickly moved in to circle Audrey, fluffy tail wagging. “And this is for you.” Audrey held out the vase to her friend.
“Oh, it’s beautiful. Did you make this?”
Audrey nodded. “I noticed you favor jewel tones in your clothes, so I hoped this might go well with your decor.”
“It’ll be absolutely perfect in my home office. Thank you so much. Here, I’ll introduce you to Colin. He’s in the kitchen.” She led Audrey through the living room while Maple danced around them, still barking occasionally. A tall white man stood in the kitchen, stirring a pot on the stove. “Colin, this is Audrey. Audrey, my husband, Colin.”
“Nice to meet you,” Audrey said, extending her hand.
Colin gave it a firm shake. “Likewise. How are you settling in at the university?”
Audrey tipped her hand back and forth. “Mostly, really well. My classes have been great so far. It’s the administrative side of things that’s been more of a transition, getting all my accounts set up and meetings and things like that.”
“I hear you,” Colin said, reminding Audrey that Mercy had mentioned he was a fellow professor. Finance, she thought. “It can be a lot, learning all the ins and outs. Don’t let them dump too much on you. People tend to take advantage of the newest hires sometimes.”
“Especially when you’re a woman,” Mercy added.
“Yeah, Brad Folchuk asked me to bring refreshments to the next Sustainability Committee meeting, and I have a feeling he wouldn’t have if I were a man.” It had been bothering her ever since it happened.
Mercy frowned. “No, probably not.”
“I’ll do it this time, but I hope it doesn’t become a habit. Dr. Thompson and I are the only women on the committee.”
Mercy let out a little scoff. “Lot of help she’ll be.”
Audrey flinched. “I couldn’t believe it at first when you told me she was unpleasant, but I guess I don’t know her anymore. She was a different person when I was a student. She was so enthusiastic, so passionate when she taught. She inspired me to become a professor myself. I don’t know how to reconcile that with how she acts now.”
“Sparkling water?” Mercy asked, turning from the fridge with a bottle in hand.
“Please,” Audrey said, then bent to pet Maple.
Mercy started pouring three glasses. “Honestly, I’ve never met the woman you’re describing. This is my fourth year at Northshire, and the Michelle I’ve known in that time has always been cold and standoffish. I hesitate to use certain terms to describe women, but you can imagine what the other professors call her.”
Audrey scrunched her nose. Yes, she could imagine.
“In my opinion, she’s part of the old guard, the tenured professors who’ve been here so long they just don’t care anymore. She’s set in her ways, always complaining about new technologies and initiatives. We need fewer professors like her and more like the ones in this room, if you ask me.” Mercy raised her eyebrows for emphasis. “Young, progressive minds who want to make the department—and the university—a better, more inclusive place.”
“We’re ‘woke,’” Colin said, making air quotes around the word.
Mercy made a face at him. “Oh, honey, no. Conservatives have ruined that word forever.”
“I know, I know, my sense of humor is warped.” Colin laughed as he stirred the stew. “I think everything’s funny. Thankfully I have Mercy to nudge me back in line when I take it too far.”
“Always.” She leaned in to press a kiss to his cheek, and Audrey swooned a little bit. They were so sweet together. She wanted that . . . someday.
Since turning thirty earlier this year, she’d become more aware of her age and that she’d never had a serious relationship. She’d always been so focused on the next step in her career path—graduate school, then her doctorate, then becoming a professor.
If she succeeded in securing a permanent, tenure-track position here, then maybe she could finally start thinking about love. She’d never been sure she wanted kids, so she couldn’t say her biological clock was ticking, but lately, she’d felt a definite tug toward something more domestic than her current life. She’d like someone to share a home with, someone to hold her at night and laugh with at the dinner table.
Colin turned to the cabinet behind him and pulled out three pasta bowls. “All right, ladies, the goulash is ready. Let’s eat.”

By the following Thursday, Audrey had come up with a plan to solve one of her work problems. She’d had enough of the awkwardness and avoidance with Dr. Thompson, and so, she was launching what she called a “friendship offensive.” She was going to do everything in her power to smooth things out with the grumpy woman across the hall, starting with today’s Sustainability Committee meeting.
Audrey had positioned her chair so she could see the doorway to Dr. Thompson’s office. If she tried to sneak out like she had last week, Audrey was ready to rush out and join her. Otherwise, Audrey planned to leave a few minutes early so she could stop at Dr. Thompson’s office and invite her to walk together.
Surely, Dr. Thompson wasn’t rude enough to outright refuse to walk over together, not when Audrey was prepared to be persuasive as hell. She was going to keep up her friendship offensive until Dr. Thompson either warmed to her or told Audrey to fuck off altogether. But she really, really hoped for the first outcome.
The meeting was scheduled to start at five, and they had about a seven-minute walk across the campus. Last week, Dr. Thompson had left her office at 4:50, but Audrey thought she might want to head over a bit earlier today since she was speaking at the meeting.
Audrey had bought a snack tray from the grocery store to satisfy Dr. Folchuk’s request for her to provide refreshments. It was what any of the men probably would have done. That or ask their wives to make something. This would do for today, and if she was asked again, well . . . she’d cross that bridge when she got to it. She hated to say no and risk making enemies, but to keep saying yes? That didn’t sit right either.
Promptly at 4:45, Audrey picked up her satchel and the bag containing the snack tray, and crossed the hall. Dr. Thompson was wearing royal blue today, a color that flattered her fair complexion and dark hair, and she had a teacup in hand. Audrey had come to realize that Dr. Thompson was never without tea, at least not while she was working in her office.
“Hi,” Audrey said as she leaned against the doorway to Dr. Thompson’s office. “Want to walk to the committee meeting together?”
Dr. Thompson looked up. She’d always had the most expressive eyes. They were a warm whisky brown and brimming with emotion. When she’d taught Audrey, those eyes had danced with excitement about her favorite artists. Lately, they seemed to radiate her displeasure with the world around her.
Right now, those eyes had narrowed slightly as she regarded Audrey with thinly veiled annoyance. For the first time, Audrey considered the possibility that her mission might end in failure. Dr. Thompson might actually tell her to fuck off, and Audrey hadn’t properly prepared herself for how much that would hurt.
After a pause that lingered entirely too long, Dr. Thompson nodded. “Yes, that’s fine.”
Audrey gave herself an internal high five. Her friendship offensive had officially commenced.

Michelle stood, smoothing a hand over the front of her trousers to remove the wrinkles. As she began to pack up, her bladder reminded her of how much tea she’d consumed while finalizing her presentation on power conservation for the Sustainability Committee.
Speaking before a room of her peers always made her anxious, a fact she’d never been able to rationalize since she regularly spoke in front of lecture halls full of students. Kelly had ridiculed her about it to the point that Michelle stopped mentioning her nerves, preferring to suffer in silence.
She certainly couldn’t share her nervousness with Audrey, which meant Michelle would have to walk across campus with her while pretending to be at ease. She held in a sigh as she tucked her laptop into her briefcase and shrugged into the blue blazer that matched her pants. “I just need to stop at the ladies’ room on the way out.”
“Oh, good idea,” Audrey said. “Are the meetings always as long as the one last week?”
“Yes,” Michelle told her, keeping her opinion on that to herself. Most campus meetings could be accomplished in half the time if people planned ahead and were concise with their points. Better yet, they could be held over Zoom from the comfort of their homes.
She led the way out of her office, locking the door behind them, and headed downstairs toward the restroom in the lobby, only to find it closed for cleaning. It wasn’t uncommon this close to the end of the day, but it was extremely inconvenient at this particular moment.
“Damn,” Audrey said.
“It’s fine. We can stop at the restrooms in Sierra Hall.” Even if she wasn’t looking forward to a walk across campus in her current level of discomfort. Her full bladder combined with her nerves about the presentation made her snippy and impatient, a terrible combination.
Michelle led the way out into the cool, drizzly evening. She pulled her umbrella out of her briefcase and shook it open, glad her pantsuit had allowed her to forgo heels today in favor of more sensible shoes.
Beside her, Audrey shuffled her bags to get out her own umbrella, drawing Michelle’s attention to the large shopping bag in her left hand.
“Please don’t tell me you let them rope you into providing refreshments.” She knew she’d failed to keep the disapproval out of her tone. Maybe she hadn’t even tried to hide it.
Audrey ducked her head. “Dr. Folchuk asked me after the meeting last week.”
“If he asks you again, you must say no. Don’t let him give you domestic chores he would never ask of your male coworkers.”
Audrey flinched. “I hoped . . . well, I had hoped he asked me because I have the least seniority, not because I’m a woman. It’s just store-bought stuff, so maybe he won’t ask again.” She held the bag up somewhat apologetically.
“He will ask as long as you continue to say yes.”
Audrey was quiet for several seconds, keeping her gaze on her shoes as she navigated puddles on the sidewalk. Michelle could already feel the hem of her pants getting wet, and she wished more than anything that she could reverse direction, get in her car, and go straight home. This meeting was going to be so long and irritating.
She believed in the mission of the committee and would love to see NU take meaningful steps to improve sustainability, but she’d attended enough of these meetings to know that little would ever come of the measures she proposed. The university’s bottom line came first, always.
“I wanted to make a good impression,” Audrey said finally. “It’s hard to say no. Ugh. I’m so annoyed that he put me in this situation in the first place.”
“I understand, but you also want him to respect you, to see you as a peer. Brad Folchuk has a secretary. You are a professor, and please don’t let him forget that.”
Audrey gulped. “Yeah. Okay.”
They lapsed back into silence, and Michelle had no idea how to get the conversation going again. Had she hurt Audrey’s feelings? She’d only meant to offer advice, but sometimes she came off harsher than she intended . . . or so she’d been told.
Before she could salvage the situation, they reached the entrance to Sierra Hall. Audrey held the door for her, and they lingered in the entranceway for a few moments to shake off their umbrellas and put them away. Luckily, the rain had been light enough that she felt mostly dry, except for her ankles.
She didn’t know how to read Audrey’s mood right now, though. Lord help her if she’d inadvertently made things between them even more strained. No one was better at fucking up Michelle’s life than Michelle herself.
Wordlessly, they headed down the hall toward the meeting room . . . and the restrooms. Thank god. Michelle walked faster, putting on her most intimidating expression in hopes of making it past the group of committee members lingering in the hallway between her and her destination without someone attempting to stop her.
But almost immediately, she saw the out of order sign on the door to the ladies’ room. Michelle nearly whimpered. The notice indicated that maintenance expected to have the problem fixed by six p.m. An hour from now. The very idea of giving a presentation when she had to pee this badly . . .
“I’ll cover for you,” Audrey offered, perhaps having noticed her distress. “I could tell them you’re on an important call that’s made you a few minutes late if you want to run next door to the student center and use the bathroom there.”
As tempting as that was, she couldn’t be late to her own presentation. And she was overwhelmed with embarrassment over Audrey knowing about her predicament. There was only one way to save face. Michelle pushed aside her discomfort. “That’s not necessary. I only wanted to touch up my lipstick since I’m presenting.”
Audrey looked vaguely confused. “Oh, okay.”
Without another word, Michelle turned and strode into the conference room.



CHAPTER FIVE
Audrey put her snack tray on the counter at the back of the conference room next to the pitcher of water, then sat in the nearest empty seat. Dr. Thompson was up front preparing for her presentation, looking as stern as ever. She’d been extra snippy with Audrey on their walk over, which had hurt. How was it possible that Audrey was on friendly terms with everyone she’d met so far on campus except the one woman she most wanted to be friendly with?
She would love to exchange idle chitchat with Dr. Thompson. She wanted them to shout silly things to each other across the hall between their offices, and maybe most of all, she wanted to talk to her for hours and hours about women in art. She wanted to see Dr. Thompson’s face light up the way it had back when she’d taught Audrey.
It must be one of Dr. Thompson’s favorite topics to talk about. Did she save all her most scintillating conversations these days for her spouse? Audrey knew she was married, and she’d heard rumors that Dr. Thompson was a lesbian, but she’d never seen or heard confirmation that Dr. Thompson had a wife.
She loved the idea of it, though.
Speaking of Dr. Thompson, that blue pantsuit was really working for her. She wasn’t particularly tall—or short—maybe five foot seven, but the pants were tailored to hug her just right, emphasizing her long legs and the taper of her waist.
“Good evening, everyone,” Dr. Folchuk said, calling the meeting to order. “As you know, we’re going to start off today with presentations from two of our members about Vermont’s new environmental regulations and how they may affect our university. Up first is Michelle, who’s going to tell us about the new green-energy initiative.”
Michelle. Audrey really wanted to call her that. It might help her to start thinking of Dr. Thompson more like a colleague and less like her former professor.
“Thank you, Brad.” Dr. Thompson tapped her laptop’s touch pad, and the screen behind her lit up with a green slide containing bullet points. “I’m first going to review the new regulations and their potential implications for the university, and then I’ll present a few ideas for how we may adapt and even use these changes to our advantage.”
As she spoke, Audrey began to see what Mercy meant. Her delivery was flat, with none of the energy Audrey remembered from when Dr. Thompson had been her professor. Maybe she just wasn’t passionate about environmental regulations, but it seemed in line with what Audrey knew of the present-day version of her.
Still, Dr. Thompson presented her facts clearly and succinctly, moving at a snappy pace that kept the room engaged and listening. Audrey jotted notes on her phone, both from Dr. Thompson’s points and her own ideas on how the committee might be able to help.
To wrap things up, Dr. Thompson laid out several ideas for actionable items to help the university meet the new environmental requirements. Her suggestions were well thought out and easily implemented, and Audrey saw heads nodding around the room.
Maybe Dr. Thompson wasn’t as passionate as Audrey remembered—okay, she looked like she’d rather be anywhere but at the front of this conference room—but she was still incredibly intelligent and well spoken. By the end of her presentation, Audrey felt like this committee could make a real difference.
Way to go, Michelle.
Audrey tried out the name in her head, but it didn’t feel right yet, not until she’d been invited to use Dr. Thompson’s given name.
“Thank you,” Dr. Folchuk said. “That was very informative. I’m sure a lot of us have follow-up questions, but let’s hold them until we’ve heard from Dr. Sharma, who’s prepared notes for us on the university’s goal of achieving carbon neutrality, and then we can tackle both topics at once. Whenever you’re ready, Amrik.”
“Thank you, Brad.” Dr. Sharma stepped up to the projector. “We’ll begin by looking at a more in-depth definition of carbon neutrality, or net-zero emissions.”
Dr. Thompson started making her way toward the back of the room, and Audrey realized the only available seat was right next to her a moment before Dr. Thompson claimed it. Audrey inhaled a light woodsy scent that must’ve been coming from the woman beside her. She looked over, noticing her slight wince as Dr. Thompson settled in her seat.
What was that about? Hopefully, she wasn’t in pain. With her friendship offensive in mind, Audrey tried to catch her eye to offer some of the ibuprofen she kept in her satchel, but Dr. Thompson studiously ignored her. She seemed even grumpier than usual, lips pressed tightly together, posture tense. Briefly, her knee bounced beneath the table.
Actually, she looked like she had to pee, and oh she was such a liar, telling Audrey she’d only wanted to touch up her lipstick! Why had she lied when Audrey offered to cover for her? She’d tried to help, and Dr. Thompson had shut her out.
Which meant Audrey shouldn’t feel bad for her now, but it had been almost an hour since Dr. Thompson first told Audrey she needed to stop at the ladies’ room, and Audrey hated to see her in discomfort. It sucked having to sit through a long meeting with a full bladder.
Dr. Sharma droned on about carbon emissions, and Audrey felt herself tuning out. She doodled discreetly in her notebook, sketching a design for a new set of mugs she wanted to work on this weekend. She was trying out a pumpkin pattern, perfect for the season.
The clock ticked past six, and Dr. Sharma was still talking. At this rate, tonight’s meeting would reach the two-hour mark too. Behind her, someone started pouring water from the pitcher, and its tinkling sound filled the room. There was a sharp intake of breath beside her, and Audrey glanced over to see Dr. Thompson sitting stiffly, her expression pained. As Audrey watched, Dr. Thompson tapped her phone to illuminate the time, then left the room in an unmistakable hurry.
Hopefully, maintenance had fixed the problem in the ladies’ room.
But Dr. Thompson was back almost as soon as she’d left. Surely she hadn’t used the bathroom that quickly. As she sat beside Audrey, there was no relief on her features. On the contrary, she looked almost resigned. Maintenance was probably running late. Dr. Thompson picked up her phone, appearing to tune out from the presentation. That made two of them as Audrey returned to her doodles.
Eventually, Dr. Sharma finished speaking, and the committee began to discuss possible action steps based on his and Dr. Thompson’s presentations.
“What about purchasing carbon offsets?” someone asked.
“Or an increased focus on sourcing local food?” Audrey suggested. “That would cut down on emissions used in transportation, and everyone likes to support local farms, right?”
“Excellent idea, Audrey,” Dr. Folchuk said, and Audrey beamed.
They kept talking, bouncing ideas around the room. Dr. Thompson chimed in here and there to answer follow-up questions about her presentation. She spoke as eloquently as ever, but Audrey sensed a growing restlessness in her. Dr. Thompson seemed almost fidgety, and she was generally a very still person. When Audrey glanced at her, Dr. Thompson’s jaw was clenched, and there was something akin to desperation gleaming in her eyes.
She shifted in her seat, and . . . now Audrey was staring at her lap, a place she had no business looking. She yanked her gaze to her notebook. Secondhand embarrassment made Audrey want to squirm, too, but just as quickly it morphed into anger, because if the men’s room were out of order, the meeting probably would have been canceled.
Audrey couldn’t take this. She had to do something. She waited for a lull in the conversation, then held up her phone. “I’m sorry to duck out early, but I just received an email from our department’s secretary saying that Dr. Thompson and I need to attend to an urgent matter back in Holman Hall.”
A few people acknowledged her with nods and sympathetic sounds as if this sort of thing had happened before, which was good, since she was bluffing her ass off right now. Trying to look as official as possible, Audrey gathered her bag and stood, gesturing for Dr. Thompson to follow her out.
Dr. Thompson gave her a quizzical look, no doubt wondering what the hell was going on, since she probably knew as well as Audrey that Heather, the department secretary, had gone home hours ago. Once the door to the meeting room was closed behind them, she turned to Audrey. “I didn’t receive an email from Heather. What urgent matter?”
“Um . . .” How to say this delicately? She gestured toward the restroom, which was still out of order. “I was getting you out of there so you can go find a working bathroom.”
Dr. Thompson went very still, so still and quiet that Audrey watched in real time as a red flush spread up Dr. Thompson’s neck to her cheeks. Then she crossed her arms over her chest. Her jaw clenched. She looked so intensely embarrassed that Audrey wanted to turn around and flee the building.
“That was not your call to make,” Dr. Thompson said, her voice low and maybe a little bit angry.
“I’m sorry,” Audrey whispered, feeling her own cheeks heat up. Why was she continually screwing up with this woman? Ugh.
They faced each other for several moments of uncomfortable silence, and then Dr. Thompson turned and strode down the hall and out the door without a backward glance, leaving Audrey standing awkwardly alone outside the conference room.

Michelle’s mood had performed a full 180-degree turnaround by the time she left the restroom in the student center. She felt so much better it was almost laughable. She’d been so miserable during that meeting, she barely remembered any of the information discussed. Then Audrey had thrown her a lifeline, and Michelle had been so embarrassed on top of being so physically uncomfortable, she’d snapped at her for it instead of thanking her.
It was time—past time—for Michelle to apologize for her bad behavior. She was very aware of how Audrey had idolized her when she was a student. It had been evident every time they interacted. With that context in mind, the way Michelle had treated her recently was inexcusable.
And she was going to fix it, right now.
Michelle crossed the campus at a brisk pace, hoping to catch Audrey before she’d left for the day. Inside Holman Hall, she hurried up the stairs to the second floor, not slowing until she saw that the door to Audrey’s office was open, light spilling into the hallway.
When she reached it, Michelle glimpsed Audrey at her desk, packing up her laptop. She leaned a hip against the doorway, feigning a nonchalance she didn’t quite feel. “Hello.”
Audrey looked up at her in obvious surprise. “Oh, Dr. Thompson . . . hi. Um, sorry again. I was just trying to help, but—”
“I’m the one who should be apologizing,” Michelle interrupted. “I’m sorry for how I reacted when you pulled me out of the meeting. I was embarrassed, but that’s no excuse.”
Audrey looked down at her satchel, fiddling with the zipper as if she wasn’t sure how to react. “It’s fine.”
“It’s not fine. I can only imagine what you must think of me. I’ve been on my worst behavior with you this semester, and you’ve done nothing to deserve it.” She paused as an uncomfortable flush crawled over her skin. It was so difficult to say these things, but Audrey deserved to hear them. “I’m deeply sorry for the way I’ve behaved, and I will try to keep my unpleasantness directed where it belongs in the future, which is anywhere but at you.”
Audrey stared at Michelle, her eyes suspiciously wide and glossy, which confirmed just how much Michelle had hurt her and how overdue this apology was. “I . . . thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” Michelle managed a wry smile, surprised to realize that she wanted the camaraderie Audrey had been trying to foster between them. Lord knew she could use an ally in this building . . . perhaps even a friend. “And thank you for the ruse to get us out of that meeting. I was dying in there, which you unfortunately noticed.”
Audrey let out a burst of embarrassed laughter. “I was dying on your behalf. I just couldn’t sit there and watch you try to be stoic about it for another moment.”
“Well, I am grateful, despite how I initially reacted.”
“You do drink a lot of tea in the afternoon . . .” Audrey was still laughing, her cheeks a rosy pink.
“I do, though I should probably curtail my tea drinking on committee-meeting days.” She forced a self-deprecating smile.
Audrey’s expression sobered, her eyes questioning. “Why did you tell me you only needed to touch up your lipstick? I would have covered for you. I was trying to help.”
Michelle sighed. “Again . . . I was embarrassed. My family is very proper, very formal. My mother taught me from an early age that ladies only visit the lavatory to powder their noses. Nothing else should ever be mentioned. As far as I’m aware, no one in my family has ever used the toilet . . . or so they’d have people believe.”
“Wow, that sounds miserable.”
“Maybe, but that’s how I was raised, and it’s often served me well here on campus, especially in primarily male spaces.” Michelle paused, debating how much to say. But she was trying to forge a connection with Audrey here. “You know how it is for a woman, the comments behind our backs. ‘Oh, it must be her time of the month’ or ‘she spends too much time primping in front of the mirror.’ No one ever questions a man for needing to use the restroom.”
“I actually haven’t heard any of that here, but I’m sorry you have.”
“Maybe things are starting to change for the better, then. I sometimes have a tendency to catastrophize, and I’m very sorry—again—that I took any of it out on you.”
Audrey waved a hand in front of herself. “Apology accepted. Clean slate.”
They exchanged hesitant smiles, and then Audrey fiddled with the zipper on her bag again. Just like that, the conversation stalled. Michelle was terrible at this, but . . . she wanted to try. Audrey seemed interesting to talk to, if Michelle could get over her bitterness about the damn Women in Art class.
Right now, though, she was exhausted. “I suppose I should get home, since you so kindly got me out of the meeting early.”
Audrey grinned. “They’ll probably be talking for another hour.”
Michelle chuckled. “Oh, they definitely will. And despite all that talking, they’ll leave without having made any solid plans for improvement.”
“We’ll get them on track next time,” Audrey promised, sounding so optimistic, Michelle almost believed her.
“All right. Good night, Audrey.”
“Night.”
Michelle turned to leave, then glanced back over her shoulder. “Oh, and Audrey? Please call me Michelle.”
“Glad to, Michelle.”
Audrey’s joyous smile lingered in her mind all the way home.



CHAPTER SIX
Audrey parked across the street from Stuart’s house, then reached for the bottle of red wine she’d brought, as well as another handmade vase filled with seasonal flowers, her standard gift when she was invited to someone’s home. The department chair was hosting a “welcome back” cocktail party tonight, something he apparently did every September. It was a chance for the faculty and staff of the art department to mingle, catch up, and talk shop with each other.
For Audrey, it was an opportunity to get to know her new coworkers in a more casual setting. So far, the only person she’d spent any time with off campus was Mercy. Most of the rest of the art professors were a lot older, but that didn’t matter to Audrey. She’d always prided herself on her ability to make friends outside her own demographic.
The evening air was cool when she stepped out of her car, with a certain crispness that only came in the fall. It was her absolute favorite time of year, and nowhere else did fall like Vermont. She couldn’t wait to experience it again.
With the vase cradled in her left arm, the bottle of wine in her right, Audrey crossed the street and walked up to the front door. Stuart’s home had a stone facade with burgundy shutters and lots of light shining out from the interior of the house. She could hear muted music and the buzz of conversation from within. No question that this was the place.
She knocked, then listened as footsteps approached the door. It swung open to reveal a smiling silver-haired woman.
“Are you Audrey?” the woman asked.
“I am,” she responded, with a smile of her own. “How did you know?”
The woman laughed, motioning for Audrey to come inside. “I’m Linda, Stuart’s wife, and I took a lucky guess since I haven’t met you yet. You’re the only new face we’re expecting tonight.”
Audrey stepped through the doorway into a tastefully decorated entrance hall, holding out her vase and the wine. “I’m so glad to meet you, Linda. Thanks for having me.”
“It’s absolutely my pleasure. We love hosting the department at our home, and oh my, what a beautiful vase.”
This one was done in shades of blue, a neutral color since she had no idea what the decor in the Hollingers’ house was like. “I’m a potter. If you tell me your favorite colors, I can make you something to match.”
“Oh, how I love having artists at the house, but I would have told you I love blue, so this is perfect. Come, let’s get you a drink.” She led Audrey into a chef’s kitchen with double ovens and a large quartz center island, currently displaying a variety of drinks and finger foods. “Would you like some of this wine?” She held up the bottle Audrey had brought. “We’ve also got everything you see here on the counter. There are two versions of the punch, with and without alcohol.”
“The punch is damn good too,” a voice said behind her, and Audrey turned to see a man she vaguely recognized as Pablo Becerra, one of the other younger professors in the department.
“I’ll try it,” she told Linda. “With alcohol.” Then she turned toward Dr. Becerra, extending a hand. “I don’t think we’ve officially met yet. I’m Audrey Lind.”
“We haven’t, but I’ve seen you around. Welcome to the department, Audrey. I’m Pablo.” He gave her a firm handshake. “How are you settling in?”
She smiled, thanking Linda as she handed Audrey a cup of ruby-red punch. “Right now, I’m just soaking it all in and loving every moment.”
He chuckled. “Nothing wrong with that. I’m glad you’re enjoying things so far. Let me know if you ever have questions I can help with.”
“I will. Thank you. I’ve seen some of your paintings, and I’m a fan. Do you sell them locally?”
Pablo shook his head. “I don’t paint much anymore, to be honest. Teaching takes up all my professional time. I appreciate that, though. I used to exhibit locally, but these days, I mostly demonstrate techniques to my students.”
“I hear you. I imagine it’s going to be harder for me to find time for my art now too.” Although Audrey couldn’t imagine ever giving up her time at the pottery wheel entirely. It was integral to who she was as a person.
She and Pablo spoke for a few more minutes before he left to find his wife. Audrey had a lively conversation with Linda while she polished off her first cup of punch, making a mental note to alternate with cups of the nonalcoholic version because it was strong, and getting drunk at a work event was never a good idea.
“Well, if it isn’t my newest professor,” Stuart said as he came into the kitchen. “Welcome, Audrey. I hope you’re enjoying yourself so far. I see you’ve already met my wife.”
“We’re old friends at this point,” Linda said with a laugh.
“Linda’s great,” Audrey agreed. “I’m having a great time. You have a lovely home and clearly know how to throw a party.”
Audrey talked to Stuart for a few minutes before he excused himself to greet Thomas Rivard and his wife. As she was refilling her cup with nonalcoholic punch, Audrey bumped into Mercy and Colin. They circulated the party together for a while, until Audrey felt like she must have talked to everyone in attendance, which had been one of her goals for the evening.
She was here to make connections, which was all part of her larger goal to make herself invaluable to this department. Because the more time she spent here, the more she knew this was where she wanted to stay. Her classes were fantastic. She loved her students. She loved Vermont. She loved teaching at the university where she’d once been a student.
It was all a dream come true.
There was one professor she hadn’t seen yet tonight, though, one she had really hoped to see. Where was Michelle? After her apology last night, Audrey felt like they’d taken their first real step toward being friendly with each other, which had been both unexpected and amazing.
Audrey had only seen her in passing on campus today, so she’d hoped tonight would be a chance for them to pick up where they’d left off after the Sustainability Committee meeting. Audrey’s friendship offensive was still in full effect, and she was looking forward to calling Michelle by her first name tonight.
“Is Michelle here?” she asked Mercy, who raised her eyebrows at the question.
“I saw her in the garden earlier, I think.”
“Oh, I haven’t seen the garden yet.” Audrey turned to look out the window. There was a small green yard behind the house, with a large patio area to the left, where a group of people was clustered around a metal firepit. Beyond that, she glimpsed rosebushes and an ivy-covered trellis, lit with twinkling white lights.
“You should go have a look,” Mercy said. “I’ll walk with you. I could use some fresh air.” Colin was in the kitchen talking about food with Linda and one of the other wives.
“Okay,” Audrey agreed, telling herself it was because of the garden and not because she was eager to see Michelle.
She and Mercy went out through the sliding glass door in the living room, skirting the patio on their way into the garden. “I bet this is gorgeous in the springtime,” Audrey commented as they walked past a row of rosebushes, which were long past flowering for the season.
“I bet it is,” Mercy agreed. “Colin and I have some rosebushes behind our house too. The previous owner planted them, but I love them. There’s nothing like the smell of fresh roses, is there?”
“One of my favorite scents.” Although she could understand why the garden wasn’t a bigger draw tonight, since none of the plants were flowering right now. Two women stood at the end of the path, backlit by the white lights strung over the trellis, but Audrey was pretty sure . . .
“Looks like you found her,” Mercy said quietly, gesturing toward the women. “Not sure why you’re looking for her after the way she acted on your first day, but you do you, I guess.”
Audrey’s cheeks flushed hot. “I . . . well, we’re on the Sustainability Committee together, and I think we’re becoming friendly. I want to be friendly with her. She was such an inspiration to me when I was an undergrad, even if she isn’t quite the same person now.”
“I get that. Mentors are important. Just don’t give her second chances she doesn’t deserve, okay? Because there’s a reason most folks in the department don’t like her.”
“I won’t.” Audrey drank some of her punch. “But if you could have seen her then, Mercy . . . she was really something.”
“I’ll take your word for it.” Mercy looked unconvinced. “Anyway, let’s go say hello.”
“Okay.” Audrey led the way toward the two women. Michelle was talking to a tall, slim woman with snow-white hair, and at her approach, they both turned toward her.
Michelle’s lips curved in a small but genuine smile that made Audrey’s heart beat way too fast. She had on a black blouse and wide-leg black pants that accentuated her curves. Her hair, which she usually wore pulled back into a neat twist at work, was down tonight, hanging over her shoulders with a loose wave.
The effect was devastating, in the very best way. Audrey’s knees went weak, because my god, Michelle was stunning tonight, not that that was an appropriate thing to say . . . or even to notice. Her gaze shifted to the striking woman beside Michelle. Was this her wife?
“Audrey, this is Greta Elkin, Marcus’s wife,” Mercy said. “And you already know Michelle.”
Greta held out a hand. “Nice to meet you.”
“Likewise,” Audrey said as she shook the hand of this woman who was not Michelle’s wife. Mercy and Greta commented on the weather while Audrey’s gaze slipped to Michelle’s left hand, which held a glass containing an amber liquid, her ring finger noticeably bare. There had been a gold band there when Audrey was an undergrad. She was sure of it.
How had she not noticed the lack of a wedding ring until now?
“What do you teach, Audrey?” Greta asked, and Audrey yanked herself back into the conversation.
“I’ve got a couple of ceramics classes, which I’m absolutely loving. I’m a potter in my spare time, so I could talk about pottery techniques for hours. But my favorite is my Women in Art class, which evolved from my PhD dissertation. I’ve been passionate about women artists since I took Michelle’s art history class my freshman year of college.” She lobbed the compliment, hoping to ease them back into the rapport they’d shared last night, but Michelle’s expression had gone flat.
Greta turned toward Michelle. “She’s teaching your class?”
What did that mean? Michelle’s class? Audrey made a mental note to find out later.
“No, not mine.” Michelle stared into the amber liquid in her glass. “This is a new class Audrey developed.”
“Well, that’s wonderful,” Greta said. “And what a full circle moment, Audrey, to have been Michelle’s student and now to be here teaching in the same department.”
“It is,” Audrey agreed. “I couldn’t be happier.”
“Give us the scoop, Michelle,” Mercy said. “What was Audrey like as a student?”
Michelle sipped her drink, looking thoughtful. “It probably wouldn’t surprise you that she was very enthusiastic.”
Mercy laughed, nudging Audrey playfully. “That doesn’t surprise me one bit. Tell us more. Was Audrey a total teacher’s pet?”
Audrey sipped her punch as discomfort squirmed between her shoulder blades. Right now, she was trying to find her footing with her new peers, to be taken seriously as a professor. She didn’t want her colleagues thinking about her as a student. Not to mention, she was a little afraid to hear what Michelle might say. What if she’d noticed Audrey’s crush back then? What if she commented on it now? That would be mortifying.
And so, so unprofessional.
“Audrey was one of my best students,” Michelle said, holding Audrey’s gaze. “She always had intelligent questions, always wanted to know more than what I’d presented in class. When I first met her, she was set on a career as a potter, but I soon saw that she had the mind of an academic with a real passion for art history, so I showed her the possibility of a career in academia.” She paused, those golden brown eyes still locked on Audrey’s. She sounded proud, and Audrey wanted to pinch herself. “And here we are.”
“Okay, that’s a hell of a story,” Mercy said. “Especially the part where Audrey ended up back here at Northshire.”
“I wish I could say I planned it this way,” Audrey said, “but I applied everywhere. I probably sent an application to every college and university in the Northeast. It’s hard for new professors right now. I was spinning my wheels for a few years, so I definitely did a happy dance when my first full-time offer came from NU.”
“Sounds like it turned out the way it was supposed to,” Mercy said.
Audrey agreed.
“If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to top off my drink and see what my husband’s gotten up to.” Greta excused herself and walked toward the house.
“And I see my husband over there being silly on the patio.” Mercy waved over her shoulder as she followed Greta.
Michelle turned to walk farther into the garden, perhaps having assumed Audrey would follow Mercy and Greta. Maybe she thought Audrey had a husband here, too, but she was wrong, and Audrey wasn’t going to pass up this opportunity to spend a few minutes alone with her.
Before she could change her mind, Audrey followed her down the path.

“Who are you here with tonight?”
Michelle glanced over her shoulder, surprised to realize Audrey was still there. “No one.”
“Same.” Audrey hurried forward to walk beside her. “We might be the only two single people here.”
“Probably.” Usually, Michelle was the only single. Even before her divorce, it had been years since Kelly attended a department event with her. She was always too busy with her own life. She found these things so boring. So did Michelle, honestly, but Stuart made it clear he expected the faculty to put in an appearance.
She and Audrey lapsed into silence, sipping their drinks. Michelle tended to have this effect on people. Kelly used to say she could kill a conversation faster than a train going off the rails. They’d reached the end of the hedge, so Michelle stopped walking, staring out at the Green Mountains in the distance, barely visible in the darkening sky.
“It’s so beautiful, isn’t it?” Audrey said quietly. “I’d forgotten how pretty it is here. Even my drive to the grocery store looks like it belongs on a postcard.”
“Mm,” Michelle murmured noncommittally.
“You don’t sound very enthusiastic about Vermont. Do you miss the UK?”
“Every single day.” Michelle heard the longing in her own voice, which was a lot more honest than she’d meant to be. She covered the moment by taking a hearty sip of her whisky.
“I’m sorry,” Audrey said. “Are your parents there? Do you still visit? Do you think you’ll ever move back?”
Michelle raised an eyebrow at her. That was a lot of questions. “Yes, my family is there. No, I don’t visit often, although I spent most of the summer in the UK, traveling between St. Ives and London, working on a research project.”
“It must be hard, being so far from home.” Audrey stood beside her, staring out at the darkened mountains. “My family’s only a few hours away, and I already miss them. My brother and I text a lot, but it’s not the same as seeing him.”
“It sounds like you’re close.” Michelle couldn’t relate. She hadn’t spoken to anyone in her family in months, and that was just fine with her.
“Yeah, we’re really close,” Audrey confirmed. “My brother’s pretty cool, even if he does like to tease me that I’m the kind of doctor who can’t save lives . . . he’s an ER physician.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that. If you teach long enough, you might just save a life or two. I’ve talked a few undergrads off the proverbial ledge over the years. It can be a hard time, caught between youth and adulthood.” And it had been a long time since she’d helped anyone through a crisis. Surely the students hadn’t stopped struggling. Had she quit noticing? Or had they stopped coming to her for help?
Audrey stared at Michelle in wide-eyed admiration. “Have you? That’s . . . I hadn’t considered that we have that much influence.”
“Never underestimate the power that you hold with the students. It’s a huge responsibility, and you shouldn’t take it lightly.”
“I won’t,” Audrey said solemnly.
“It certainly won’t be long before you have someone break down in tears during your office hours, though usually it’s not serious, mostly test stress. I do some volunteer work for the campus Pride Coalition, so I’ve helped students in crisis there too.”
“Oh, so you are—” Audrey cut herself off, looking so embarrassed, Michelle could guess what she’d been about to say.
“A lesbian? Be careful making assumptions, Audrey. There are several straight faculty members who volunteer with the Pride Coalition.”
Audrey pressed a hand over her eyes. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to jump to conclusions. Oh god, kill me now.”
She sounded absolutely miserable, and Michelle realized she’d done it again . . . come off more serious than she’d intended. Could no one read her sense of humor? She’d only meant to have a bit of fun, as her radar had led her to believe Audrey might not be straight either. She’d thought they might share a laugh about it.
“Audrey, I’m teasing. I might not go around waving a rainbow flag, but everyone here knows I’m gay. I guess I assumed you did too.”
Audrey still had a hand over her face, but now she peeked at Michelle from between her fingers. “That was not funny. I feel terrible.”
“Please don’t. I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”
“I did hear rumors, back when I was a student . . . that you had a wife,” Audrey spoke haltingly. “And I hoped the rumors were true. I mean . . . I was just figuring out I was bisexual at the time, and you were so cool, so successful. You must know I idolized you. To think that you were also queer and happily married . . . that gave me hope for my own future, you know?”
“Idolized, as in past tense?” Michelle didn’t know why that was the part she’d fixated on or why she kept teasing Audrey. Tonight, she had brought out a side of Michelle that she barely recognized, a more lighthearted version of herself that she hadn’t seen in years.
“It would be weird to idolize my coworker, I think,” Audrey said, seeming to regain her footing in the conversation. “I’m only just getting used to calling you Michelle.”
“You have a point.” Michelle took another sip of her whisky. The warmth in her stomach suggested she might be nearing her limit for the evening. “And I did have a wife. We’ve recently divorced.”
“Oh,” Audrey said softly. “I’m really sorry to hear that.”
Michelle wasn’t sure how to respond, only that she didn’t want to talk about Kelly right now. “Thank you. So, did you leave a significant other back in Boston?”
Audrey shook her head. “No serious relationships for me, at least not yet. I’ve been too focused on my career. My dissertation was my lover for years. I’m sure you remember how much that process takes over your life.”
“I do, and now your dedication has paid off.” She gestured around them. “Here you are, living your dream.”
“Well . . .” Audrey glanced over her shoulder at the party behind them.
Somehow, Michelle hadn’t noticed how far they’d wandered from the other guests. This corner of the garden was dark and private. She tended to migrate here to have a little space for herself, but it felt different to be here with Audrey.
“The university only offered me a one-year contract to start,” Audrey said, and Michelle was glad for the darkness then because hopefully it covered her surprise.
“Really?”
Audrey nodded. “If Stuart and the other members of the hiring committee are pleased with my performance, hopefully they’ll offer me a permanent, tenure-track position at the end of this academic year, but right now, I’m still temporary.”
“I’m sorry they’ve done that to you. I know it’s gotten harder to secure a tenured position in recent years.” It was why she was still here, after all. If she didn’t fear for her ability to find a comparable position somewhere else, she would have been long gone as soon as Kelly left her.
“Yeah, so . . . I’m determined to make the best impression I can, you know? I’ve got to knock their socks off, give them no choice but to keep me around.”
“I’d say you’re off to a good start. Everyone I’ve spoken to thinks you’re doing well.” Not that Michelle spoke to many people in the department. And anyway, she should probably be rooting for Audrey to fail, because then Stuart might give the Women in Art class to Michelle, to whom it belonged.
“Any tips are appreciated,” Audrey said, eyeing Michelle over her punch glass. “Like, how do I schmooze Stuart? Who else do I need to suck up to in the department if I want to get ahead? You must know all the department politics.”
“And you must know I’m the wrong person to ask.” Not because she had it out for Audrey, because she didn’t. When it came down to it, Michelle wanted Audrey to succeed, despite her resentment about the Women in Art class. “I’m probably the least popular professor in the department.”
“I know you’ve been teaching here for at least fifteen years and that you’re incredibly smart and observant,” Audrey countered. “I don’t care about other people’s opinions of you.”
Michelle swirled her whisky, debating how to respond. “First of all, you don’t schmooze Stuart. It’s Linda you need to impress. He values her opinion more than anyone else’s.”
Audrey grinned like Michelle had just given her an after-hours, all-access pass to the Louvre. “Go on.”
“But do ask him about his Norman Rockwell collection.”
Audrey’s eyes widened. “Okay.”
“He’s going to want to see your name out there on as many journal articles as possible, especially this year. You should start submitting early and often.”
Audrey gulped. “I’ve been so focused on my classes, I fell behind on my research. Thanks for the reminder.”
“Of course. Aside from that, I think you’re already doing the right things. I see you around campus, making connections. You seem well liked in the department.” More well liked than Michelle, certainly. “Actually, I do have one other suggestion, and please don’t take this the wrong way.”
Audrey gave her a cautious look. “Okay.”
“I think you should keep your eyes open for job postings at other universities and apply for anything that appeals to you. Don’t count on Northshire to come through for you with a permanent contract. The university will always put its own needs first, and you have to do the same. You have to put yourself first, Audrey. No one else will.”
Audrey’s expression was difficult to discern in the darkness. “Wow, yeah, that’s . . . that’s really good advice. Thank you.”
Michelle nodded.
“On a lighter note . . .” Audrey sipped her drink and sat on a nearby bench, gesturing for Michelle to join her. “Let’s talk about Tamara de Lempicka because you introduced me to her art in your class. I saw Lempicka, the musical, when it came to Broadway, and I’ve been dying to ask if you saw it and what you thought.”
And it was Michelle’s turn to smile, because she’d had no one to share her opinion with after she saw the musical. She sat beside Audrey. “I did, and I thought it was terrible.”
Audrey turned to face her. “I wouldn’t say terrible but certainly flat. The set was gorgeous enough, but as for the rest . . . it was missing something.”
“I couldn’t agree more.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
It was nearly eleven when Michelle got home from the party, later than she’d been out in years. Usually, she couldn’t wait to escape from social gatherings with her coworkers. She would put in the necessary appearance, talk to the right people, and then leave.
Tonight, she’d been drawn into a conversation with Audrey in the back garden, and it had been . . . exhilarating. As she entered her house, Michelle was buzzing with energy. She shut the door behind herself and leaned against it, closing her eyes. Her pulse sped pleasantly through her veins, her body warmed by the whisky she’d consumed, even though she’d made sure she was no longer tipsy before she got in her car to drive home.
She was sober and yet not. The buzz she felt now hadn’t come from alcohol. It was . . . what? The result of stimulating conversation? She and Audrey had talked for hours, eventually making their way in from the garden to freshen their drinks and get some food.
They’d found a quiet seat on the patio and compared notes on some of their favorite artists, a topic Michelle could talk about endlessly. Her passion for the women whose art had largely been overlooked by society in favor of men like Van Gogh and Picasso was limitless.
Michelle had been thrilled to learn that she and Audrey shared a love for Rosa Bonheur, Clare Atwood, and Alice Neel. And then Audrey had introduced her to Hannah Höch, who Michelle had somehow overlooked but was now completely intrigued by. She would be researching more about her this weekend, that was for sure. Perhaps she could even secure one of Höch’s photomontages to add to her private collection.
Something bumped Michelle’s leg, drawing her attention to the fact that she was still standing against the door to her garage, eyes closed and daydreaming about art. She smiled as she opened her eyes, looking down to find Muse standing there, giving her a curious look.
“Don’t tell anyone, but I had fun tonight,” Michelle told the cat.
Muse sniffed her shoes as if to see who she’d been out with. Michelle had never been able to shake the feeling that Muse was still waiting for Kelly to come home, checking Michelle’s clothes for any trace of her, hoping that one day her favorite person would come back for her.
Even if she could communicate with the cat, Michelle wouldn’t have the words to explain that her human had abandoned her. Kelly wasn’t coming back, not for either of them. The happy buzz receded from Michelle’s veins, and she missed it immediately.
Muse meowed at her, then started walking toward her food bowl, pausing every few feet to look over her shoulder and meow at Michelle again.
Michelle followed, her mood further deflating as she realized the cat had only greeted her because she was hungry. “This is why you have dry food in your bowl, you know, so you aren’t dependent on me for your supper.” But Kelly had always given Muse a small amount of wet food in the evenings. Michelle hadn’t intended to continue the habit, but she’d felt guilty denying Muse something she enjoyed so much, and so . . . here she was.
After giving Muse her evening treat, Michelle poured herself a tumbler of whisky and walked to her bedroom, hoping to recapture the buzz she’d felt earlier. Her whole house was a showcase for her private art collection, but she kept her most cherished pieces in the bedroom. Here, she could admire them every day without having to share them with guests . . . not that she had many guests.
Michelle sat on her bed, staring at the large oil painting that hung on the opposite wall. It was one of Eliza St. Claire’s dark and stormy seascapes. The painting depicted a lone woman staring out over the tumultuous waves as a full moon gleamed through the clouds overhead. It was moody and beautiful, possibly her favorite painting in her home collection.
Her walls were adorned with an eclectic mixture of paintings and photography, except for the wall to her left, which contained floor-to-ceiling built-in bookshelves. The shelves were filled with a variety of books, sculptures, carvings, and other treasures she’d gathered over the years. All of them told a story, and she knew them all by heart.
The whisky warmed her stomach, mellowing her mood. She finished it more quickly than she probably should have, then set the empty tumbler on a coaster on her nightstand. She lay back in bed, gazing up at the ceiling. She still felt keyed up, restless. One of her hands slid back and forth over the duvet, enjoying the texture of it beneath her fingers.
She missed touching another person. She missed being touched. Her breath hitched as she recognized the sensation building inside her for what it was. In the last few years of her marriage, her sex life had died a slow and agonizing death, and since the divorce, well . . . Michelle had started to wonder if her libido had abandoned her once and for all.
But tonight . . .
She ran a hand over the front of her blouse, savoring the warmth of her own skin through the silky fabric. When she reached the waistband of her trousers, she hesitated. She’d never been good at this, at giving herself pleasure. She tended to get too caught up in her thoughts, and her fingers never seemed to bring the satisfaction she sought.
Kelly’s voice echoed in the back of her mind. Are you even able to get yourself off, Michelle? Because you haven’t been doing a very good job with me lately . . .
Michelle pushed her ex-wife from her thoughts. This was a skill set she needed to improve because she had no intention of marrying again, and she’d never been the type for casual relationships. Michelle had accepted that she was happiest on her own. Some might call her set in her ways, but she liked her home to be just so.
She liked controlling the temperature on the thermostat and putting on her favorite music while she cooked and not having to listen to Kelly snoring at night. She liked coming home from a cocktail party and finding herself sprawled in her bed beside an empty glass of whisky, lost in her thoughts and not having to explain herself to anyone.
Her hand crept lower, sliding down the center seam of her trousers, and her breath caught at the warm tingle of arousal that blazed in her core. When she exhaled, it was with relief, followed quickly by frustration with herself for having neglected her needs for so long.
She rubbed herself over her clothing until she could feel the dampness of her arousal through the fabric. A needy ache had built in her core, and she was breathing faster now. She’d forgotten how good this felt, and now she wanted it to last forever. At the same time, she was already impatient for release, because good lord, it had been a while.
Emboldened, she sat up and began unbuttoning her blouse, sighing with pleasure as the silky fabric slipped from her shoulders to land on the duvet. She moved it aside, then transferred her attention to her trousers, unfastening the button and pushing down the zipper.
She shimmied out of them, then lay back on the bed, teasing herself over her underwear, which was already wetter than she’d anticipated. She closed her eyes, imagining someone else’s hands on her body, a lover she refused to look at, afraid to know what face her imagination might conjure.
She didn’t want to fantasize about her ex-wife, but who else was there? In her mind’s eye, she saw a hand with neatly trimmed, unpainted nails skimming across her stomach, a turquoise ring on the middle finger. Kelly’s nails had always been painted, and she hated turquoise.
Relieved, Michelle surrendered to the fantasy. She slid out of her bra and underwear, one hand caressing her breasts while the other slipped between her thighs. She let out a little whimper as her index finger found and circled her clit, shocking her with a jolt of arousal. Yes. Oh, she’d needed this.
In her fantasy, honey-brown hair cascaded over her chest as her lover focused on Michelle’s breasts. Rose-petal-pink lips brushed against her skin. More, Michelle begged silently. She craved the feel of a warm body on hers, a hot tongue pressed against her clit. She imagined her fantasy woman burying her head between Michelle’s thighs.
Just the thought made her throb. Michelle rubbed harder, eager to get herself over the finish line before the fantasy faded. Her fingers felt good, but they weren’t quite enough. They almost never were. After stroking herself for what felt like an eternity, she started to get frustrated. She was no closer to coming, and her wrist had started to hurt.
With a sigh, she paused to give herself a breather. Her core ached for release, making her impatient. And then she remembered the present she’d bought herself after the divorce, the vibrator still in its packaging in the drawer beside her bed. Perfect.
Relieved, she sat up and slid to the edge of the bed, hissing a little at the way the duvet rubbed against her sensitive flesh. She retrieved the plum-colored box. The packaging boasted that the device had arrived fully charged and ready for use. Eagerly, she opened the box and pulled out the black bullet-shaped item inside.
It was softer than she’d expected, almost like skin. Her clit throbbed in anticipation. She pressed the little button on the base, and . . . nothing happened. She pressed again, harder. Still nothing. Michelle bit back a groan of frustration. Perhaps it had arrived charged, but after leaving it in her drawer for a year, the battery had gone dead.
Undeterred, she plugged it in using the included cord, then watched as a little red light began to flash, letting her know it was charging. Then she put on a robe and went into the kitchen to refill her drink, wondering how long she’d have to wait. Hopefully not long, if her aching clit had any say in the matter.
Michelle leaned against the kitchen counter, sipping whisky as her mind wandered back to the party. Audrey had looked so beautiful in that wine-colored dress. It brought out the golden undertones in her brown hair. She’d seemed as enthralled by their conversation as Michelle had been, blue eyes dancing as she waxed poetic about her favorite female impressionist painters.
She’d listened with rapt attention as Michelle shared her own favorites, Louise Catherine Breslau and Eva Gonzalès in particular. Kelly had told her so many times that no one wanted to hear her carry on about dead painters, and it had seemed true. Her students certainly didn’t. Her wife hadn’t. No one in the department wanted to talk to her about anything at all, except Marcus on occasion, but he usually just wanted someone to share his frustrations with.
But Audrey . . .
Michelle swallowed more whisky, tipping her head back as she relived some of the finer points of their conversation. Oh, it had been a good one. Invigorating. She would have to find an excuse to talk to Audrey again. She also wanted to get a closer look at the paintings and ceramics in Audrey’s office. She wanted to know where they’d all come from, who’d created them, and which of them were Audrey’s own works.
Maybe she’d be able to catch Audrey between classes on Monday. Actually, Audrey had gotten her thinking about her Eliza St. Claire research again. Michelle knew so much more about the woman than the average person did. She could write a whole book about her. In fact, she’d been wanting to do just that, and maybe this was the perfect time to start. After all, she had the whole weekend ahead of her, completely devoid of plans.
In the meantime, she was still restless and aroused. How long had she been standing in the kitchen? Surely fifteen minutes, at least. Could the vibrator have charged that quickly? She hurried to her bedroom, only to discover that the light was still flashing. Michelle slipped a hand inside her robe, wondering if she should try again with her fingers. She hissed as she made contact with her hypersensitive clit.
Wait. Her shower had a detachable showerhead! Surely that would get the job done. Impatient now, she shed her robe and went into the bathroom to turn on the shower.
She wet herself under the spray, then removed the showerhead from its bracket. First, she checked that the temperature wasn’t too hot. No need to scald herself in unfortunate places. She aimed the water first against her breasts, teasing her nipples into hardened peaks. It felt so good, almost as good as her imaginary lover.
Inhaling sharply with anticipation, she directed the spray between her legs. An involuntary moan escaped her lips as the hot water massaged her clit. God, it was perfect. Bracing one hand against the wall of the shower for balance, she used the other to work the cascade of water over herself in a rhythmic pattern, rocking her hips into the spray.
Her core clenched as the pressure inside her built. Again, she succumbed to fantasy, imagining that the mysterious woman with honey-colored hair had buried her head between Michelle’s legs, bringing her ever closer to her release.
Please, Michelle begged wordlessly. I can’t wait any longer.
Her hips bucked, and she brought the showerhead closer to herself, subtly increasing the pressure of the spray. Her body tensed as she reached her breaking point, and for several agonizingly blissful seconds, she hung on the precipice, hips grinding against the stream of water as she waited desperately to tumble over the edge.
And then she was coming, nonsense spilling from her lips as waves of pleasure rolled out from her core. She gasped and shook, reveling in every moment. When it was over, her knees gave out, and she slid down to sit on the tiles, more relaxed than she’d felt in months.

On Thursdays, Audrey finished teaching by three. She could leave early if she wanted to, but today, she had a rather unorthodox idea for how to spend the rest of her afternoon. Michelle was currently in the middle of teaching her introductory art history class, and Audrey couldn’t resist the temptation to sneak in and observe for a little bit.
She wanted to see her former professor in action. They seemed to have turned a corner last week, after the committee meeting and then again at Stuart’s party. She and Michelle had sat together, sipping drinks and talking about art for hours, and it had been one of the most intellectually stimulating conversations of Audrey’s life.
It had also been frustrating, because as she watched Michelle get all starry-eyed talking about Louise Catherine Breslau’s impressionist paintings, Audrey could no longer deny that her crush was still alive and well. Worse, this had the potential to become more than a student’s silly infatuation with a teacher. They were peers now. Audrey actually knew Michelle, and she liked her a hell of a lot.
But she still couldn’t date her . . . not that Michelle had ever seemed interested in Audrey that way, not now and certainly not when Audrey had been her student. But while dating a coworker likely wouldn’t be a problem for a tenured professor like Michelle, it wasn’t a smart career move for Audrey.
She needed to prove that she deserved a permanent position here, and sleeping with another professor in the department was not the way to make that point. She’d always been more focused on her career than her love life, and that wasn’t going to change anytime soon.
So she would force this crush to the back of her mind while she pursued a friendship with Michelle instead. Maybe, if they spent more time together, Audrey would find out how the passionate teacher she’d known in her youth had become the bitter woman she’d found upon her return. As they’d chatted at Stuart’s party on Friday, Audrey had seen glimpses of the old Michelle. Her enthusiasm for female artists was still there, so why was it hiding these days?
Maybe observing her in action would help Audrey answer that question. Michelle’s class was held in a large lecture hall on the first floor. Since this was a class many students took to satisfy a graduation requirement, it tended to have high enrollment. It was three fifteen by the time Audrey made it to Michelle’s lecture hall. The class would be more than halfway through at this point, but Audrey was looking forward to catching the end.
She opened the door as quietly as possible and slipped inside, hoping it was dark enough at the back of the room that Michelle wouldn’t notice her. Not that she wanted to keep her presence a secret, but she wanted to see Michelle as her students saw her.
“What you see here is a scene from the Bayeux Tapestry,” Michelle was saying. The screen beside her depicted riders on horses charging into battle, letting Audrey know the students were learning about Romanesque art today. This era wasn’t her favorite, but she appreciated it for the period of history it portrayed.
Michelle used her pointer to highlight a man on a black horse at the center of the screen. “Here we see Odo, the bishop of Bayeux, as he rode into the Battle of Hastings in 1066. In the corner, a horse is falling, and here”—again, she pointed—“a rider has been pierced with a long spear. The overall effect of the tapestry gives us not only a visual of the battle but also the cruel consequences for its participants.”
Michelle spoke clearly and succinctly, as she had during the Sustainability Committee meeting last week, but she didn’t sound interested in her own lecture. She looked like she couldn’t wait for the class to end, so it was no surprise that the majority of her students seemed to feel the same way.
Most of the people Audrey could see were looking at their phones or even nodding off in their seats. A few students in front were listening attentively, the art enthusiasts or all-around nerds like Audrey had been, those who wanted to soak up every drop of knowledge or who needed top grades for wherever they were going after college.
Maybe Audrey had entered the room during a slow spot in the presentation. After all, how interesting could a tapestry about men going to war really be? Twelve years ago, she would have made it seem like the most fascinating thing I’d ever seen . . .
Audrey wanted to give her the benefit of the doubt. She stayed in her seat, watching as Michelle took the class through a variety of Romanesque art. Even the pieces Audrey recognized, the ones she remembered Michelle teaching her back in the day, sounded uninspired now. And Michelle hadn’t included nearly as many female artists as Audrey expected.
She remembered this class being a million times more interesting and inspiring than what it had become, and she didn’t think she was just looking back with rose-colored glasses. Michelle had changed. This wasn’t the woman who’d inspired Audrey to become a professor.
Disappointment sat heavy in her chest. Had Michelle gotten bored after teaching the same class for so many years? Surely there was more to it than that. Maybe she was reaching, but Audrey felt like she’d glimpsed something darker behind Michelle’s aloof veneer over the last few weeks—sadness or loneliness, maybe both.
Did Michelle’s recent divorce have anything to do with her attitude change? Audrey wanted to know the answer, even though she had no right to that knowledge. The more closely Audrey watched her, the more she felt like Michelle was going through the motions, like life had worn her down until she’d just quit caring.
Michelle didn’t seem to have any friends in the department, which made Audrey all the more determined to become one. Audrey wanted to make her smile. She wanted to see Michelle come alive again the way she had on Friday night when they’d talked about their favorite artists.
“That’s all the time we have for today. The assigned reading is listed in the portal, and I’ll see you back here next week. Enjoy the rest of your day.”
Audrey’s stomach pinged at those final words. Enjoy the rest of your day. Michelle had said the same thing at the end of each class when Audrey was her student, and it gave her the best kind of nostalgia.
Michelle turned up the lights now that she was finished with her presentation, and Audrey saw the exact moment Michelle spotted her, sitting in the back row of the lecture hall. Her eyes locked on Audrey’s, and a smile tugged at her lips, the same little smile she’d given Audrey when she first saw her at the party on Friday.
Audrey loved that smile.
It might be small, but it packed a punch because it felt genuine, and Audrey wanted to bask in the warmth of it forever. Michelle looked away, directing her attention to several students who’d gathered at the front of the room to speak to her.
Audrey left her seat and made her way to the front of the room. The woman Michelle was talking to now looked like she was Audrey’s mom’s age, with short silver hair. She wore a hot-pink T-shirt that read “Masters of Mischief,” and had the kind of smile that made Audrey like her immediately.
The woman was showing Michelle something in her textbook. Michelle nodded as she listened, then seemed to answer the woman’s question, becoming more animated when she spoke. She was mesmerizing when she gave someone her full attention. In this quiet moment with her student, Audrey again glimpsed the woman who’d been her mentor.
Michelle spent a few more minutes answering questions, until finally she and Audrey were the only ones left in the lecture hall. Michelle walked behind the lectern to begin packing up her laptop. She looked over her shoulder at Audrey. “Feeling nostalgic for my art history class?”
“Always.”
“It must be a bit of an adjustment, teaching at your alma mater, not that I would know. I’m teaching on an entirely different continent from where I attended uni.”
Audrey swooned just a little bit at the British term. She’d always loved Michelle’s accent. “What brought you to America?”
“My wife,” Michelle told her as she picked up her briefcase. “We met at Oxford, fell in love, and moved here to attend graduate school together in New York. It’s where she’s from.”
So Michelle had moved here for a woman. That was unexpected . . . and unexpectedly romantic. Audrey still remembered how stung she’d been when her college boyfriend told her he’d accepted a spot at a grad school in California without even checking in with her about it. He’d just assumed they would break up after graduation, and maybe she had too. The idea of Michelle crossing an ocean for the woman she loved at such a young age sounded like something out of a movie. Too bad it hadn’t had a happy ending. “How did you wind up in Vermont?”
Michelle’s features tightened. “Kelly again . . . my ex-wife. She’s in pharmaceutical sales, and she got a job offer here. She’d always wanted to see Vermont, although we only intended to live here a few years. But once I received tenure at NU, it only made sense to stay.”
“Tenure’s a great motivator that way,” Audrey agreed.
Michelle nodded. “Are you headed back to Holman Hall?”
“I am.” And she was thrilled that they could keep talking while they walked together. Outside the lecture hall, the woman Michelle had been speaking to was sitting in a chair in the hallway, looking at her phone. “I love your T-shirt,” Audrey called out to her, pointing at the “Masters of Mischief” slogan on her chest.
“Thank you,” the woman called back with a bright smile. “It’s what my friends and I call ourselves . . . and we try very hard to live up to the name.”
“Amazing. I love it.” Audrey grinned as she followed Michelle down the hallway. “Is she your favorite student? I think she’d be mine.”
Michelle glanced at her. “Nuala? Yes, she’s a lot of fun to have in class. A very engaged student as well.”
“What’s her story?” Because Nuala had to be in her fifties, and Audrey didn’t see many other students her age.
“Oh, I’m not sure, other than that she had always wanted to finish her degree and is finally getting the chance.”
“Good for her.” Audrey held the door for Michelle as they stepped outside into a sunny September afternoon. “I’ve barely seen you this week. Did you have a nice weekend after the party?”
Michelle’s expression brightened. “I did, actually. Very nice. You?”
“Mostly working in my studio, throwing some pottery. What did you do?” Because Michelle sounded more enthusiastic about her weekend than Audrey had expected.
“I started a new research project,” Michelle said, sounding almost bashful now. “Got caught up in it and spent almost the whole weekend at my computer.”
“Sounds like you enjoyed it, though.”
“I did,” she agreed.
“I totally get it,” Audrey said. “There’s nothing that compares to getting lost in an exciting new passion project, is there?”
When Michelle looked at her that time, the light Audrey had seen on Friday night was back in her eyes, and she was smiling. “No, there’s not. It’s the best feeling in the world.”

Michelle lingered in the doorway to Audrey’s office, in no hurry to cross the hall to her own. She’d been looking for an excuse to have a closer look at Audrey’s art collection, and there was no time like the present. “Do you mind?” she asked, gesturing toward the nearest painting.
Audrey smiled at her. “Come on in. They’re all done by friends of mine. I like to think I got in early, and these will be in big demand in a few years.”
“You have some talented friends.” Michelle set her briefcase down in one of Audrey’s guest chairs and stepped closer to the painting. It depicted sunlight filtering through a lush green forest, and the play of light and shadow in the piece was quite impressive.
“I do,” Audrey agreed. “And I love getting to fill my office with their creations.”
“Is anything in here yours?” Michelle walked farther into Audrey’s office to examine another painting. This one showed the Northshire campus quad, and she recognized the signature in the bottom corner as belonging to an art student who’d attended during the same years as Audrey.
“A few of the ceramic pieces are mine.” Audrey gestured toward a shelf to her right that displayed a variety of sculptures, ceramics, and other freestanding pieces.
Michelle stepped closer to the bookcase, her eyes drawn to a vase that had been carved with an interwoven floral pattern. The grooves had been filled with paint, creating a rainbow-hued background against the off-white surface of the clay. It was unique, with an understated beauty that Michelle found captivating.
“That’s one of mine,” Audrey said.
“It’s beautiful.” Michelle’s words didn’t begin to express her appreciation for Audrey’s talent. “How did you create that back-filled effect with the paint?”
“Wax.” Audrey stepped beside Michelle, lifting the vase from the shelf. “I coat the vase with wax before I carve it. Then when I brush it with paint, it only fills the grooves, leaving the surface of the vase in its original color.”
“It’s beautiful and so unique.” Michelle watched Audrey trace a finger over one of the flowers carved into the vase. Audrey had such slender, graceful fingers. But wait . . .
The turquoise band on her middle finger.
The short unpainted nails.
Michelle gulped air and then felt like she might choke on it. She must have made a sound, because Audrey turned her head, and now Michelle was looking at her honey-brown hair and those rose-hued lips. Oh. Oh no . . . surely she hadn’t been fantasizing about Audrey on Friday night. Audrey was her student, for god’s sake! Former student, but still . . . Michelle must be at least fifteen years her senior.
It was so inappropriate. What was the matter with her? Only Michelle could manage to screw up even in her private fantasies. She wanted to dismiss the similarities between Audrey and her faceless fantasy woman as a coincidence, but that ring . . . the ring was very specific. Michelle’s neck and cheeks felt like they might catch fire.
“Are you okay?” Audrey asked. “You look . . .”
“Fine. I’m fine.” Michelle took a quick step backward, banging her leg against the side of Audrey’s desk. For fuck’s sake.
Audrey reached out a hand to steady her, but Michelle sidestepped out of reach. Her heart was racing. She was losing control because of a turquoise ring worn by a woman she’d only just started to think of as a friend. And she needed a friend, dammit.
Why did Michelle ruin every good thing in her life?
She was halfway out the door at this point and at a complete loss for words while Audrey stared at her with confusion etched between her eyebrows. Michelle exhaled, smoothing her hands over her blazer to calm herself.
“Are you okay?” Audrey asked again.
Michelle had no good answer for that question. Clearly, she was not okay, but that was beside the point. More importantly, she wasn’t about to let anything derail a potential friendship with Audrey, not when she’d finally found someone she connected with on an intellectual level. Until their conversation on Friday night, Michelle hadn’t realized how absolutely starved she’d been for that kind of connection.
“Yes, sorry,” she rasped, not having noticed how dry her throat had become until she tried to speak. She turned her head, coughing into her elbow. Then she cleared her throat, relieved to have stumbled across an excuse for her bizarre behavior. “I had a tickle in my throat and didn’t want to cough on you.”
Audrey gave her a sympathetic look. “Your throat gets so dry after speaking in front of a class for a few hours, doesn’t it? I hadn’t expected that.”
“Yes, I always carry water with me.” Michelle coughed again. “And, you know, my afternoon tea . . .”
“The infamous afternoon tea.” Audrey was grinning now.
Michelle just kept embarrassing herself in front of this woman, and yet simultaneously, she felt at ease. Something about Audrey kept drawing her back in.
“It doesn’t keep you up?” Audrey asked. “Drinking tea so late in the day? I can’t have caffeine past lunchtime, or I’ll be tossing and turning half the night.”
“Ah, but I switch to herbal blends after lunch. No caffeine. I just enjoy a hot cup of tea while I work in my office.”
“Very British of you,” Audrey commented, still grinning.
“I do start the day with coffee, I’ll have you know.” Michelle was surprised to realize she was smiling too. All this talk of tea had made her realize how thirsty she was, though. Like Audrey had said, lecturing left her parched.
Audrey leaned against the edge of her desk. “I’m learning so much about you right now.”
Michelle cleared her throat. “Speaking of tea, I’d better go start some before I cough all over your office.” She glanced at Audrey as she picked up her briefcase. “Would . . . would you like a cup? I’ve got a nice herbal lemon blend I’ve been enjoying this week.”
Audrey straightened, and her expression reminded Michelle of the way Audrey used to look at her when Michelle was her professor. She’d appreciated the admiration then, but now . . . Michelle wanted to steer them onto common ground. Colleagues. Friends. Two women who enjoyed stimulating conversations about female artists.
“I’d love a cup,” Audrey said.
“Perfect. Come on over, and I’ll get the kettle going.”



CHAPTER EIGHT
Audrey tapped her knuckles against Michelle’s open office door. “Knock, knock.”
Michelle looked up from her laptop, lips quirking in the little smile that had become Audrey’s new favorite thing. It made her stomach swoop and her cheeks heat, but she wasn’t here to dwell on her rapidly blossoming feelings for Michelle. Over the last two weeks, they had taken some big steps toward friendship, and Michelle seemed as pleased about it as Audrey, who was pretty damn pleased.
“Don’t you have class soon?” Michelle stared at her out of those black-rimmed glasses that sent Audrey’s hormones into a tailspin every time she wore them.
“I do. I’m about to head over, but I wanted to give you this first.” She held out the box she’d brought with her to work today as butterflies danced in her stomach. She’d spent a lot of time working on this, and suddenly, she was afraid of Michelle’s reaction to the gift. She was so hard to read sometimes . . .
Michelle eyed the box without taking it. “What is that?”
“I made you a little something.” She shrugged, setting the box on Michelle’s desk.
Michelle took off her glasses and picked up the gift, her cheeks noticeably pink. “You didn’t need to do that.”
“It’s something I do for my friends,” Audrey said.
Michelle lifted the flap on the box, revealing the teacup nestled inside. “Oh.”
Audrey sank into a guest chair, watching as Michelle lifted the teacup out of the box. It was etched in the style Michelle had seemed to like on the vase in Audrey’s office last week. She had gone back and forth on colors, ultimately deciding on an ombre shade that started out a soft rose near the rim of the cup and darkened to a deep maroon at the bottom.
“It’s beautiful.” Michelle’s tone was reverent, and it made Audrey’s stomach quiver. “Stunning, and the color . . .” She traced a fingertip over the rose-petal pattern Audrey had etched into its surface. “I love it.”
Audrey knew she must look as giddy as she felt. “There’s a matching saucer in there too. The only catch is that you can’t put them in the dishwasher.”
“I would never put something as special as this in the dishwasher. Thank you, Audrey. This is a very thoughtful gift, although I’m still not quite sure why you’ve brought me a gift.”
“Anyone who spends time with me ends up receiving random ceramics. I love gifting them almost as much as I love making them.”
“Well, it’s very nice.” Michelle was still touching the cup, tracing her fingers over the pattern on its surface, and maybe Audrey was naive, but she’d been around Michelle enough to suspect she didn’t often fake her emotions. If she was bored, irritated, frustrated, angry . . . she didn’t hide it. Her eyes had always been so expressive, and the delight brimming in them now felt like a gift in itself.
“I thought you could get some use out of it.” Audrey stood because, as much as she would’ve liked to sit here and watch Michelle admire her new teacup or, well . . . just spend more time with her in general, she really needed to get to class.
“I’ll get lots of use out of it,” Michelle said. “Thank you again. I love it.”
That was the second time she’d said so, and Audrey didn’t even try to hide how happy it made her. “I’m glad. Enjoy the rest of your morning.”
She practically skipped out of Michelle’s office, and her mood was still sky high as she walked into the studio in Kravitz Hall, ready to assist her ceramics students at the pottery wheel. Laya was already there, sitting at one of the wheels near the front of the room. Audrey signed hello to her as she walked to the desk, where she left her bag during class. There was no lectern in this room, only several rows of pottery wheels.
“Good morning, Dr. Lind.” Laya signed her words as she spoke. They’d been doing this a lot over the last few weeks, and Audrey was picking up some new phrases. “You look happy today.”
“I am.” Audrey smiled as she made the sign for happy. “I just gave someone a gift, and she really liked it, and it made me really happy.”
“A special someone?” Laya asked, making a heart with her hands.
“No,” Audrey said, although her cheeks warmed, belying her answer. “Just a friend.”
“Can I show you something?” Laya asked.
“Sure.” Audrey walked over to Laya’s pottery wheel.
Laya held up the mug she’d been working on in class. “I’m having trouble with the handle. It keeps drooping.”
“Ah, I see what you mean. I think if you make your handle a little thicker, that will help it keep its shape. We can practice today if you like.”
“That would be great.” Laya signed, “Thank you.”
Audrey signed, “You’re welcome” just as another student approached with a question. This was such a great group. They were so engaged and eager to learn. Idly, her mind wandered to the way Michelle’s students had tuned out during her art history class.
How she wished those students could have known the Dr. Thompson who’d taught Audrey twelve years ago . . .

As September drew to a close, Michelle and Audrey had tea together in Michelle’s office again to go over ideas to present at the next Sustainability Committee meeting. They’d spent more time together over the last few weeks, often lingering in each other’s offices between classes, and Michelle couldn’t decide whether she loved or dreaded the way her body perked up every time she was around Audrey.
“Did you see the email from Brad this morning?” Audrey rolled her eyes as she lifted her teacup. “It doesn’t sound like they made a single decision after we left last time.”
“Does that actually surprise you?” Michelle heard the bitterness in her voice. “Ironically, the university could probably save energy by eliminating the committee altogether rather than paying to run the lights during these pointless meetings.”
“Well, Thursday’s meeting won’t be pointless if I have anything to say about it.” Audrey tapped her phone, bringing up a list of bullet points. “And reducing unnecessary power usage is actually on my list. Lights in the classrooms could be put on timers with motion sensors, so if no activity is detected in a room after a certain amount of time, the lights shut off. Have you ever noticed how many lights get left on in empty classrooms?”
“Mm.” Michelle knew she didn’t sound very encouraging.
“You don’t think they’ll go for it?”
“I don’t think they’ll find room in the budget to install the sensors.”
Audrey threw her hands up in the air. “Then what’s the point of the committee?”
“Indeed,” Michelle mused. “Now you’re starting to catch on. What else is on your list?”
“I have several ideas for reducing plastic use.”
“That’s sounds promising,” Michelle said. “Especially if any of your ideas have little up-front cost.”
“Okay.” Audrey made a note. “We can switch to paper straws . . . which also helps save sea turtles.”
“I like it, and who doesn’t want to feel like they’re saving sea turtles?”
“Exactly.” Audrey beamed at her, and Michelle’s heart gave a happy thump. “We can also install more water fountains around campus, the kind designed to fill water bottles, and before you mention the cost . . . we can start by selling NU-branded reusable bottles to help fund it. Encourage students and faculty to refill their water bottles rather than buying single-use plastic bottles.”
“Now you’re talking. Run the numbers before the meeting so you can show them how many reusable bottles we need to sell to fund the water fountains and how quickly we could expect to break even or even save money with reduced plastic usage.”
“Give them numbers.” Audrey jotted more notes on her phone. “Got it.”
Michelle’s gaze snagged on Audrey’s turquoise ring as it caught the light. She’d been extremely careful not to think about that ring again in any capacity, but over the past few weeks, she could no longer deny—to herself at least—what she was feeling. This never-ending pull to be near Audrey, to hear her laugh, to see the way her eyes lit up when she spoke about art . . .
Michelle wasn’t naive. She was forty-five years old, for god’s sake. She knew attraction when she felt it, but she couldn’t lust after her former student. She just couldn’t. Honestly, it had been so long since she’d felt anything for anyone. Her marriage had been dead romantically for years. She’d actually been excited about the possibility of feeling butterflies for someone new, but it couldn’t be Audrey.
Audrey still looked up to her as a mentor, and Michelle would never take advantage of that. She had endured more than her fair share of unwanted advances from older male colleagues when she was Audrey’s age. She remembered exactly how frightened, how powerless she’d felt when a male professor had rubbed up against her ass or invited her back to his place for “a little fun.” Once, a colleague had even suggested she might receive tenure sooner if she was a little friendlier with the men in the department.
If she ever acted on her attraction to Audrey, she’d be no better than the men who had harassed her. Besides, Michelle wasn’t even looking for a new relationship. She had no desire to date. These days, she was built for solitude. She’d become quite familiar with her vibrator over the past few weeks now that her libido had finally returned, but she’d been very careful not to fantasize about Audrey.
On the contrary, she was enjoying her own company more than ever, and she’d become obsessed with her new writing project. Michelle had spent countless hours this month poring over her research and writing more than she ever had in her life.
Maybe she couldn’t truly call herself happy. Michelle wasn’t a happy person. She accepted and even appreciated that about herself, but she was so much more fulfilled than she had been even a month ago. And if drinking tea with Audrey was one of the highlights of her day, where was the harm in that?
“Earth to Michelle.”
“Hmm?” She blinked, realizing she’d completely zoned out of their conversation.
“Lost you there for a minute.” Audrey was smiling, head cocked to the side with a curious expression, as if she hoped Michelle would share where her thoughts had taken her.
No chance of that happening. “Sorry.”
“No need to apologize.” Audrey leaned back in her seat. “There’s a reason people in other parts of the world nap in the afternoon, right? Plus, it’s kind of warm in here today.”
It was, now that Audrey mentioned it. Maybe that could explain Michelle’s flushed cheeks. She preferred to blame the unseasonably warm day and un-air-conditioned building rather than acknowledge the way her heart raced every time Audrey looked at her.
“Any other ideas for the meeting?” Audrey asked.
“I like what we’ve got so far, and remember, we should consider it a win if they agree to consider even one of our ideas.” Michelle lifted her eyebrows for emphasis.
“Keep my expectations low,” Audrey said with a wry smile. “Okay.”
“Leave room for them to surprise you, or else you’ll be continually disappointed.”
“Solid advice. Hey, next time we do this, let’s sit outside. There are some nice benches and picnic tables around campus. Fall in Vermont is so gorgeous. We should be soaking it up.”
Michelle shrugged. “If you really want to experience fall in Vermont, don’t do it on this campus.”
“But the campus is gorgeous! Just look.” She gestured toward Michelle’s window. Outside, the trees dotting the quad had turned bright red, and more foliage was visible on the hills in the distance. Yes, the campus was picturesque . . . but there were so many people. So many buildings. It didn’t hold a candle to the view from her back porch.
“If you really want to enjoy the foliage, go for a drive through the Green Mountains. Or better yet, a hike.”
Audrey gave her an eager look. “Any recommendations? I went hiking a lot with my friends when I was a student here, but it’s been so long, I don’t remember any specifics.”
Michelle really should have seen that coming, but she couldn’t spend time with Audrey outside work, not without blurring important boundaries. Besides, Michelle did most of her hiking on her own property. Her house sat on forty acres of land, so she had everything she needed right at home. “Any of the local hiking trails will be beautiful this time of year. Take your pick. Speaking of fall activities, though, the campus Pride Coalition is looking for volunteers to help plan their annual Halloween party.”
“Ooh, that sounds fun!” Audrey gave her another of those annoyingly irresistible smiles. “Are you volunteering?”
Michelle nodded. “I am, but we’re looking for one more faculty member, if possible.”
“In that case, count me in.”

On Thursday, Audrey again packed up a few minutes early for the Sustainability Committee meeting, although she didn’t think Michelle would try to sneak off without her this time. Since the last meeting, they’d become friends . . . or at least Audrey thought so.
She crossed the hall and tapped on Michelle’s open door. Michelle was looking at something on her phone, the teacup Audrey made for her in her left hand. She seemed to use it every day, which made Audrey irrationally happy.
Michelle looked up. “I’m ready.”
“And the ladies’ room is available today,” Audrey said teasingly. “I checked on the way back from my last class.”
Michelle huffed as she stood. “Never living that down.”
“I like to think of it as the incident that started our friendship.”
There it was again, the little smile that made Audrey swoon every time she was on the receiving end of it. “An unusual start to a friendship, but I suppose I can’t complain about how it turned out.”
“I think there was a compliment in there somewhere . . .”
“There was.” Michelle lifted her briefcase and slipped her laptop into it. “I wasn’t expecting you to come to my rescue during that meeting, especially after the way I’d treated you since you joined the faculty. I just kept putting my foot in my mouth every time I was around you. The truth is . . . I’m not very good with people.”
Audrey froze, unsure how to respond to that unexpected bit of honesty. Now more than ever, she wanted to know what happened to the enthusiastic woman Audrey had once known, but she wasn’t comfortable enough with Michelle yet to ask. Instead, she lapsed back into the teasing banter that usually seemed to set Michelle at ease. “It’s okay. I won’t tell anyone you’re a softy under that prickly exterior.”
Michelle gave her a look that Audrey wasn’t sure how to interpret. “Not sure I’d define myself as either soft or prickly.”
“How would you define yourself, then?”
She exhaled. “I don’t know. Reserved?”
Interesting. The rest of the department assumed Michelle was being a bitch or a snob when she didn’t socialize with them, but what if she was actually just . . . an introvert? And Brits were naturally more reserved than Americans. Audrey felt her entire perception of Michelle shifting based on that one word. Reserved.
Not a bitch. Not a snob.
She smiled at Michelle. “I like that word for you. I like it a lot.”
Michelle gave her another look . . . one that made Audrey’s heart beat out of control because it was so intense. In that moment, she would have given anything to know what Michelle was thinking.
“Shall we go make this campus a little bit more sustainable, then?” Michelle said finally, her gaze sliding from Audrey’s eyes downward in a way that made Audrey check her blouse to make sure she hadn’t spilled lunch on herself.
“Let’s do it.”
But first, they visited the ladies’ room so they’d be prepared for what was sure to be another long meeting. As they walked outside, Audrey inhaled the fresh fall air. Somehow it seemed so much more crisp here in Vermont than in the Boston suburbs. She could smell earth and damp vegetation, scents she associated with fall as leaves started to cover the ground.
“I’m going for a foliage hike this weekend with Mercy and a few other professors. Want to join us?” She glanced at Michelle as she spoke.
Michelle pursed her lips, and for a moment she looked like she was going to say yes. She looked like she wanted to say yes. “I have plans.”
“All weekend? I didn’t even tell you when we’re going.”
“Yes, all weekend. I’m working on a research project that’s been monopolizing my spare time.”
“Oh, okay. Something interesting?”
Michelle glanced at her, and there was no mistaking the look in her eyes this time. It was excitement, like she was thrilled Audrey wanted to hear more about her research project. Audrey’s stomach tingled in anticipation of whatever Michelle was about to share.
“I’m writing about Eliza St. Claire, and truthfully, I’ve become a bit obsessed with the project. This summer, while I was in the UK, I met with her great-grandson, Daniel. He’s quite elderly now but so knowledgeable about her life. We talked for hours, and he gave me access to her personal journals. I got to see some of her unfinished works, things that aren’t readily available to the public, and they were . . . remarkable.”
“Wow.” Audrey gazed in wonder as Michelle’s entire demeanor shifted, passion and enthusiasm dripping from every word.
“After Eliza’s husband died a few years into their marriage, she lived the rest of her life with her ‘dear friend’ Ada Gillam. Supposedly, they were out to their friends in the artist community, but not much has been written about their relationship, although Ada was the muse for the female figures in many of Eliza’s paintings, and she was quite honest about her feelings for Ada in her private journals. Anyway, I can’t seem to stop writing about her.”
“Color me fascinated,” Audrey said. She was fascinated. She was also infatuated with the light that had come into Michelle’s eyes when she spoke about the project. Audrey still hadn’t figured out why Michelle no longer lit up when she taught, but she loved every peek into the things that still got Michelle fired up. “I’ve always been a fan of Eliza St. Claire, but I don’t know much about her life. Are you writing an article for publication?”
Here Michelle seemed to hesitate. “It’s . . . well, I’m not sure what form it will take when I’m finished, but I do plan to see it published.”
“Amazing. Sounds like you might be writing a biography, and I for one would love to read it.”
Michelle darted another quick glance in her direction. “You would?”
“Whatever form it takes, I can’t wait to read it. You have a way with words. Ever since I was your student, I’ve kept up with the articles you’ve published. They’re always so intelligently written but also interesting. You really bring your subject to life with your words.”
“Oh.” Michelle’s cheeks had turned the most adorable shade of pink. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, and now you’ve got me dying to know more about Eliza St. Claire, so if you ever need someone to look it over for you, I’m your girl.” Audrey gave her a playful wink, rewarded by another smile from Michelle. And maybe, just maybe, her cheeks were even pinker now.
“Perhaps,” Michelle said.
“Okay,” Audrey agreed. “And in the meantime, maybe you’ll entertain me with some of your research? Photos of the stuff you saw this summer? Because I’d love to see it.”
“Really?”
“Really. I’m a nerd for anything and everything about female artists.”
Michelle nodded. “I could talk forever on that topic.”
“I know, and I love that about you because I feel the same way.”



CHAPTER NINE
“This trail is no joke,” Mercy huffed, sweat glistening on her brow despite the cool afternoon.
It was the first weekend in October, and Audrey was on a foliage hike with Mercy, Colin, and a few other professors from the finance department. According to the locals, this was basically peak foliage time. Audrey was comfortable in a light flannel over her T-shirt and eager to get some amazing pictures for her Instagram. Her family was constantly asking for more photos of Vermont.
But the trail was harder than Audrey had anticipated. She was already out of breath, and they weren’t even halfway to the scenic overlook yet. “No kidding. I’m dying here.”
“Water break?” Colin called from where he and the other men were walking a few yards ahead, and Mercy and Audrey nodded in agreement.
They paused by the side of the trail to gulp water from the bottles in their backpacks. Then Mercy poured some water into the portable bowl she’d brought for Maple. The dog’s fluffy golden coat went perfectly with the foliage. This hike was only a mile in each direction, which had sounded easy enough, but Audrey had forgotten to factor in the elevation.
“I’ve been here three years, and the hills still get me,” Mercy said between drinks of water.
“I barely remember it from when I was here as an undergrad. I guess I was too young to feel it. We’re invincible at that age, aren’t we?”
Mercy grunted as they started walking again. “Speak for yourself. I’m not sure I could have hiked this trail without feeling the burn even in college.”
Audrey laughed breathlessly. “I used to work out a lot more than I do now. Maybe it’s time to step up my game and get back in shape.”
“These mountains are the way to do it.”
“Weekends spent sitting at the pottery wheel certainly aren’t doing my body any favors,” Audrey mused.
“Or at my easel,” Mercy commented.
“Well, if you want to start walking together or whatever, I’m game.”
“I’d like that,” Mercy said. “It’s nice having another younger professor in the department.”
“It really is,” Audrey agreed. “And it’s nice to have a friend here in Vermont.”
“Speaking of friends, you and Michelle look pretty chummy lately.” Mercy gave her a curious look. “Quite a turnaround from how things were when you first got here.”
“Yeah, we’re getting along much better these days,” Audrey said, ignoring the ping in her stomach at the mention of Michelle’s name. Lately she couldn’t seem to stop fantasizing about kissing her, which was really inconvenient. “I basically decided we were going to be friends no matter what, and I didn’t let up until I made it happen.”
Mercy chuckled as she pushed a tree branch aside so it didn’t slap their faces. “Well, kudos to you. She’s a hard nut to crack, or so it seems.”
“Not that hard.” Audrey pressed her lips together. It was difficult to talk about Michelle without sounding as smitten as she felt. “I’m still not sure why she’s so different now than she used to be, but I want to find out.”
“I hope she’s worth the effort.”
“Me too.” Audrey sighed, and it sounded more wistful than she’d intended.
Mercy gave her another look. “Hang on. Am I missing something here? Is this about more than friendship?”
“What?” Audrey crouched to untangle herself from Maple’s leash, purposefully playing dumb, although she doubted Mercy would let her get away with it. Maple licked her cheek while Audrey was at her level, and she ruffled her fluffy head.
“You like women. She likes women,” Mercy said. “Suddenly you’re spending time together and looking all starry-eyed every time her name comes up.”
Audrey stood, shaking her head. “I’m not going there with her . . . or anyone else in the department. This is my trial year to see if the university will want to keep me here long term. I have to be on my best behavior.”
“Smart thinking. Intradepartmental relationships aren’t forbidden, but it probably wouldn’t make a good impression on Stuart before you’ve got tenure.”
“Exactly . . . oh wow.” Audrey nearly tripped over her own feet as she took in the view in front of her. The trail cut sharply to the right, leading to an area that looked out over a valley with a river running along the bottom. The treetops were a tapestry of fall colors, yellow and gold, orange and red. Some of the leaves were so dark, they almost looked purple. Those were Audrey’s favorite.
“It’s beautiful,” Mercy said, sounding similarly awed.
They both pulled out their cell phones to take pictures, then posed for selfies together before joining the rest of the group for more photos. As they turned to head back down the path toward their cars a few minutes later, Mercy gave Audrey a sly look.
“You know, when I asked if you had a thing for Michelle, you made a big deal about what a bad idea it would be to date a coworker, but you never actually denied having feelings for her.”
Audrey opened her mouth, then closed it again. Busted.

Michelle ducked into the classroom, taking a seat in the last row. The lecture was already well underway, so she’d hoped to be discreet, but it was a small room, and as a result, Audrey looked right at her and smiled as Michelle settled into her seat. She nodded in response, not wanting to draw more attention to herself than necessary.
This was something she’d been working up the courage to do since the beginning of the semester. She’d been morbidly curious about Audrey’s Women in Art class since she’d first learned about it, but when Audrey mentioned that she’d be teaching Artemisia Gentileschi’s Susanna and the Elders this afternoon, Michelle couldn’t keep herself away.
“What’s your gut reaction when you see this painting?” Audrey asked, gesturing to the projector beside her. Her words appeared on the screen as a caption beneath the painting. Michelle had heard about the new transcription software Audrey was using but hadn’t tried it herself yet. She made a mental note to ask her about it later.
“Fear,” a student called out in answer to her question.
Audrey nodded. “Safe to say Susanna is feeling fear in this moment.” In the painting displayed on the screen, a nude young woman cowered with her hands up defensively in front of herself as two older men reached toward her with lecherous expressions. The men had disturbed her while she was bathing in the privacy of her garden.
Michelle had always found Susanna’s distress to be palpable. The overall effect of the painting was starkly raw and emotional in a way not many works from that time period were. Susanna appeared so vulnerable with her exposed breasts as the two men leered at her over the wall that was meant to shelter her. They reached down as if to grab her hair . . . or worse.
“I think Susanna is the focus of the painting instead of the men,” another student said. “We’re seeing it from her perspective.”
Audrey smiled at her. “That’s exactly right, Ji-Yoon. Unlike the more well-known paintings from the baroque period—which were largely painted by men—Susanna and the Elders shows the scene from the woman’s perspective, and that’s an important distinction. Most of us probably feel uncomfortable when we look at this painting, and that’s because we’re feeling Susanna’s fear and discomfort.”
“It’s powerful,” Ji-Yoon said.
“It is,” Audrey agreed. “Gentileschi painted Susanna when she was just seventeen years old, younger than any of you.” Audrey gave her class a meaningful look, and murmurs of surprise went around the room. “So don’t let me hear any of you say you’re too young to do great things, got it?”
More murmurings. The students, mostly young women, were smiling now, their expressions filled with the kind of energy and enthusiasm Michelle remembered seeing on her own students’ faces once upon a time. She’d almost forgotten what it looked like.
“In 1611, just a year after she painted Susanna, Gentileschi was raped by an acquaintance of her father. She was later subjected to a long and traumatic trial, where she was forced to testify that her rapist had disgraced her family by refusing to marry her afterward. I can only imagine what she went through during that time, and it certainly informed her future paintings.”
Audrey clicked to the next slide, showing one of Gentileschi’s more popular works. She reminded Michelle of herself when she first started teaching, all that youthful energy and enthusiasm. Watching her now, Michelle felt an odd mixture of pride and jealousy. Audrey was flourishing while the opposite was true for Michelle.
She’d always wanted to teach Susanna to a room full of captivated students. Michelle’s chest ached, and her stomach felt heavy as she watched Audrey up there, living Michelle’s dream. She shouldn’t have come here. The wound was still too fresh.
Michelle stood and slipped quietly from the room. Briefcase in hand, she walked downstairs to the lecture hall where she taught Art of the Renaissance. If she had a favorite class, this was it. The students were largely art majors, so they cared about the subject matter far more than the students in her introductory art history class.
Today, though, her heart wasn’t in it. She felt gutted to think of Audrey upstairs, taking her students through Artemisia Gentileschi’s fascinating life while Michelle taught about Leonardo da Vinci. By the time the class ended, she was more than ready to hide in her office with a good cup of tea.
She crossed the campus and entered Holman Hall, taking the stairs to the second floor. As she strode down the hallway toward her office, she hesitated as she saw that Audrey’s door was open. Despite the strong desire to retreat to the sanctuary of her private space, she felt herself inexplicably drawn toward Audrey’s open door.
“Hi,” Audrey said brightly when she spotted Michelle. Her hair was in a high ponytail, the way she sometimes wore it when she was working at her computer. It made her look almost as young as her students, except for the unmistakable maturity in her eyes.
“I was about to have some tea if you care to join me?” Michelle could hardly believe her own words. She cherished her postlecture routine, the chance to decompress alone in her office, and yet here she was, inviting Audrey to invade her space.
“I’d love some tea,” Audrey said.
“I’ve got a spiced-apple blend this week. It’s almost like hot cider.”
“Sounds very seasonally appropriate.” Audrey stood, drawing Michelle’s gaze to the hunter green dress she wore. It was snug across Audrey’s chest and down to her waist, where it flowed more loosely over her legs, which were mostly hidden behind the desk. To keep herself from staring, Michelle turned and led the way across the hall, then unlocked the door to her office.
“You know what would go really well with that tea?” Audrey said behind her.
“What’s that?” Michelle walked to the electric kettle behind her desk without turning around.
“A peek at your notes on Eliza St. Claire.”
Michelle heard herself inhale. She spun to face Audrey. “What?”
“Only if you’re comfortable sharing.” Audrey dropped into one of the guest chairs in front of Michelle’s desk. The dress swirled around her ankles as she sat, drawing Michelle’s attention to black strappy sandals that revealed pink-painted toenails. “But I’m dying to see what you’re working on.”
“Perhaps.”
“What did you think of the class, by the way?” Something about Audrey’s tone seemed almost too casual, as if she didn’t want Michelle to know how much the answer mattered to her, but of course it mattered. Michelle had been her advisor when she was an undergrad, guiding her toward her academic career.
“I thought it was excellent,” Michelle told her. “I especially appreciated the way you involved your students in the conversation, and I was impressed with how well they interpreted the painting. I’m sure they’ll be thinking about Susanna tonight.”
Audrey looked at her with a surprisingly vulnerable expression. “Yeah?”
“You did a great job.” Michelle knew Audrey deserved more than that, but her own vulnerability was rearing its ugly head right now. She still felt raw and bruised about the class, but she was determined not to take it out on Audrey. Michelle lifted the kettle. It was nearly empty, giving her an excuse to step out for a moment and compose herself. “I’ll be right back.”
She strode down the hall to the break room, grateful not to run into anyone else on the way. Once there, she filled the kettle with fresh water and brought it back to her office.
“Did you see the email from the Sustainability Committee?” Audrey said as Michelle walked back into the room.
“Not yet. Anything important?” She set the kettle on its warming unit and pressed the button to turn it on.
“They approved our paper-straw initiative,” Audrey said. “I know it’s a little thing, but I feel like it’s a start.”
“It’s a very good start.” Michelle sat behind her desk. “The little things do add up in the end.”
“I feel better about being on the committee now,” Audrey said. “At first, I was afraid it was all a waste of time.”
“Well, sometimes it is, but that’s just how campus committees are.” She set out two mugs and put a tea bag in each.
“So tell me more about this Eliza St. Claire project,” Audrey prompted.
Michelle hesitated, fiddling with the tea bags to buy herself another moment. “I . . . well, I’m not sure exactly where I’m going with it yet.”
“But you’re excited about it,” Audrey said. “I can tell. Your eyes light up every time you mention it, and that tells me this is more than an academic article. So, maybe a book?”
“Maybe.” Michelle had been flirting with the idea, although she couldn’t seem to commit to it. Who would want to buy it? She might spend months sweating over something no one would ever read.
The kettle shut off, so she lifted it and filled the two cups. Immediately, the scents of apple and cinnamon wafted through her office. After replacing the kettle on its base, she gave each tea bag a quick swirl, watching as the water began to turn amber. And yes, she knew she was stalling. She also knew perfectly well that she’d already printed out a few sample pages to show Audrey . . . on the off chance she asked to see them.
Michelle valued her opinion, even though she was simultaneously hesitant to give her the pages. This project meant more to her than most things Michelle worked on, and she was already in a somewhat dangerous mood. What if Audrey hated it? What if Michelle had to watch her struggle to find something polite to say?
Why waste your time on frivolous projects? Kelly’s voice echoed in her head. Her ex-wife had loathed Michelle’s research projects. She’d found them a colossal waste of time.
“Please?” Audrey pressed, those blue eyes holding Michelle’s, melting her resolve.
Before she could change her mind, Michelle snatched the pages from her briefcase and pushed them across the desk toward Audrey, along with one of the mugs of tea. “It’s just a rough draft . . . maybe an introductory chapter.”
“Yay,” Audrey whispered, taking the pages with a kind of reverence that made Michelle’s cheeks feel too warm. Audrey settled in her chair, reading quietly.
Michelle couldn’t bear to watch, so she booted up her laptop and began to clear out her inbox. She found the email from the Sustainability Committee that Audrey had mentioned, as well as one from Kate, containing a “save the date” announcement for her daughter’s wedding in June. Michelle added the date to her calendar, always glad for an excuse to visit London and to see her friend.
“Michelle . . .”
She looked up to find Audrey staring at her with soft eyes. Oh god. She hated it. Michelle steeled herself for Audrey’s polite excuses.
“I knew you had a way with words, but this . . . it’s really good. It feels almost like you’re writing about someone you know personally, not an artist who died over a hundred years ago.”
Michelle swallowed. “Really?”
Audrey nodded, holding up the pages. “This is the woman who inspired me as an undergrad. I had wondered . . .” She drifted off, her expression shuttering, but they both knew what she’d been about to say. It felt like Audrey was poking at the wound Michelle had reopened in that Women in Art class, and it hurt. A lot.
“Wondered what?” Michelle asked, her tone harsher than she’d intended.
“Nothing.”
“It’s something.”
“Don’t make me say it,” Audrey whispered.
“Just say it,” Michelle snapped. She might as well hear it, to know that Audrey was disappointed in her too. Everyone else certainly was.
“I was wondering where she’d gone,” Audrey finished quietly. “When you’re passionate about something, you just shine, Michelle. You changed the course of my life, inspiring me to become a professor, igniting my love of art history. I’d been missing that woman since I joined the faculty here, but I see her again in these pages.”
“Oh.” Michelle lifted her mug and sipped tea to cover her reaction to Audrey’s words. A lump had risen in her throat, and her skin prickled with discomfort. She hadn’t expected those words from Audrey, not her brutal honesty about Michelle’s lackluster teaching or her enthusiasm for the pages. And Michelle had no idea how to handle any of it.
“Where is this woman”—Audrey held up the pages—“in your art history class?”
“She got tired.” Michelle sighed. “And disillusioned. I . . . until you joined the faculty, I think I’d forgotten she ever existed.”
Audrey blinked, her eyes glossy. “Please don’t forget her. I know I never will.”
Michelle didn’t know what to say, so she focused on her tea. Audrey reached for her own mug, and for a few minutes they sipped in silence. Yes, Michelle had been a more enthusiastic teacher at the beginning of her career, but she’d never been as popular as Audrey, certainly not within a few weeks of joining the department.
Audrey couldn’t even walk through Holman Hall without someone stopping her to say hello or continue a conversation about something. Even Stuart seemed impressed with her, and that wasn’t an easy thing to accomplish. As for Michelle . . . she was more impressed with Audrey every day, even when she didn’t want to be.
“I’ve observed your art history class twice now,” Audrey said suddenly. “And one thing that struck me is how few women you mention in your class. I swear you spent more time highlighting female artists when I was your student.”
“Wow, you’re going right for the jugular today, aren’t you?” Michelle took another sip of her tea, stung and off balance. Her hackles were up, but she bit back the urge to snap at Audrey.
“Sorry. My tongue gets away from me sometimes. You don’t have to answer.”
“There were complaints from students,” Michelle heard herself saying. “Stuart instructed me to follow a more traditional curriculum.”
Audrey lurched to her feet, nearly overturning her tea in the process. “That’s bullshit! Are you serious?”
Michelle waved a hand. “Sit down. I’m always serious.”
Audrey planted her hands on her hips. “And you just let him get away with that?”
“Audrey, he runs the department. At the time, I didn’t have tenure. I couldn’t afford to make a fuss if I wanted to keep my job.”
“And now?”
Michelle shrugged. “Tenure isn’t bulletproof. You won’t get far if you make enemies within your own department, especially enemies in positions of power. Besides, I had my eye on a different class . . .” She stopped herself just in time.
“What class?” Audrey sat across from her, still staring intently at Michelle.
“It doesn’t matter.” She would never admit to Audrey that Stuart had given her Michelle’s class. “My point is that we don’t have total autonomy here. Stuart decides which classes get taught and how we teach them. I’ve tried—lord knows I’ve tried—to make a difference. Campus politics are exhausting. Stay here long enough, and you’ll see.”
“That’s just . . . depressing.” Audrey deflated in her seat.
“Maybe it will be different for you.”
“But I don’t want opportunities you were denied,” Audrey whispered. “That’s not fair.”
“You already have them, but please, take them and succeed . . . and now let’s please change the subject.” Because being examined this carefully made Michelle want to crawl out of her own skin, especially when it was done by someone she was uncomfortably attracted to, someone whose company she enjoyed far more than she had any explanation for.
“Okay,” Audrey murmured, and maybe she’d read Michelle’s discomfort the way she was uncannily good at, because she indeed changed the subject. “About these pages . . . some of it feels almost conversational, like Eliza might start telling her story directly to the reader. Have you considered writing in that style? Like historical fiction? Because I think you’d be amazing at it.”
Michelle stared at her, eyes slightly squinted as she tried to envision what Audrey was suggesting. “Like a novel? With dialogue and all that?”
“Exactly like that. What do you think?”
“I don’t know,” Michelle admitted. “I’ve never written in that style before. I’d have no idea where to even start.”
“It’s just an idea.”
“Historical fiction—a novel—wouldn’t count toward my publication goal for the university the way an academic text would.” In essence, she’d be making more work for herself, which was the last thing she needed right now.
Audrey slumped even more in her seat. “You’re right. I didn’t think of that.”
“It’s something to consider.” Because while Michelle wanted to dismiss Audrey’s suggestion as ridiculous, she also felt the unmistakable stirrings of curiosity. The idea intrigued her.
It would be entirely different from anything she’d ever done before, but wasn’t that the whole point of this project? She was doing this for herself because she enjoyed it, and the more she thought about it, the idea of getting inside Eliza’s head and giving her a voice . . .
It sounded like more fun than anything she’d done in years.



CHAPTER TEN
Audrey was in good spirits as she entered Holman Hall on Wednesday afternoon. The first professional article she’d written since joining NU, a look at pottery’s impact on human civilization throughout history, had just been accepted for publication by one of her favorite academic journals, and it had totally made her day.
She had just enough time to stop by her office and drop off a few things before she and Michelle would be heading out to their first Halloween-party planning meeting with the Pride Coalition. The fact that she was now on two committees with Michelle was pretty much the icing on the cake as far as Audrey was concerned.
Every time they were together, their budding friendship seemed to strengthen, and Audrey could hardly wait to do something as offbeat as spending several hours with Michelle planning a Halloween party with a bunch of queer students. It might turn out to be the most fun they’d had together yet.
“Hi, Heather,” Audrey called as she passed the department secretary at her desk.
“Hey!” Heather motioned for Audrey to come over. “I wanted to tell you, Stuart was raving about you this morning. I’m sure you know he popped into your Women in Art class the other day. He does that with all the new professors, but anyway, he was impressed. He said if he hadn’t had another meeting to get to, he would have stayed longer because he was enjoying your class so much.”
“Really?” Audrey could feel herself glowing, but hey . . . once a teacher’s pet, always a teacher’s pet, and this felt extremely validating.
“Yes, and he doesn’t give out compliments like that very often. I bet he’ll stop by soon to tell you himself, but I wanted to give you a happy heads-up.”
“Thank you. You just made me very happy.” Audrey did a silly little dance in front of the reception desk.
“Between you and me,” Heather said, lowering her voice as she leaned toward Audrey, “he turned down Dr. Thompson’s proposal to teach that class at least five times, so you were already winning just by getting to teach it, but you’re obviously doing a great job. Anyway, I just thought you’d want to know.”
Audrey’s stomach plummeted to her toes. “Dr. Thompson wanted to teach Women in Art?”
Heather nodded. “If she were a little nicer, I might actually feel bad for her, because she submitted that class proposal so many times, but . . .” She shrugged. “Way to go, Audrey.”
“Thanks.” Audrey forced a smile as she excused herself and went upstairs. Since Michelle’s door was closed, she went into her own office and unloaded the books from her satchel so she wouldn’t have to carry them to her next meeting.
A lot of things were starting to make sense now. Michelle’s shocked reaction that first day when Audrey told her what classes she’d be teaching. The way Greta had asked why Audrey was teaching Michelle’s class at the cocktail party. Michelle’s admission yesterday that she’d wanted to teach a different class.
Oh, Michelle . . .
A few minutes later, Michelle appeared in her doorway in black slacks and a ruby-red blouse, looking so goddamn gorgeous Audrey wanted to sink her hands into Michelle’s neat updo and muss it up while she kissed her senseless. And then she wanted to cry over what she’d just learned.
“Ready?” Michelle asked.
“Yes.” They walked downstairs and out into the quad, where the trees had begun to shed their leaves, blanketing the sidewalk with a mixture of red and brown. “You wanted to teach Women in Art. You pitched it year after year, and Stuart kept turning you down.”
Michelle cast a wary look at Audrey. “Who told you that?”
“Is it true?” Audrey heard the desperation in her voice.
“It doesn’t matter,” Michelle said, which was an answer in itself.
“Yes, it does.”
“You can never just let it go, can you?” Michelle sounded angry, but Audrey was beginning to suspect it was all part of her armor. “Fine. Yes, it’s true. Happy?”
“No.” Audrey felt the hot press of tears behind her eyes. She’d had no idea she had taken the class Michelle wanted to teach, the class Michelle had been asking to teach for years. It was the last thing Audrey would have ever wanted. “No, I’m not happy. I’m angry and horrified and . . . and sad. I feel like I just kicked you in the teeth, and I hate it!”
Michelle’s nostrils flared. “Don’t be dramatic. It’s just a class.”
“Come on, Michelle. It’s not just a class.” Audrey put a hand on her shoulder, intending to stop her so they could have a real conversation about this before they reached the student center, but as soon as her fingers made contact with Michelle’s blouse and she felt the warm skin beneath, she realized it was the first time she’d ever touched her.
Michelle inhaled sharply, glancing at Audrey’s hand before she met Audrey’s gaze. Her eyes were even more intense than usual, and for a moment, everything between them felt charged. Audrey gulped, snatching her hand back even as she yearned to wrap her arms around Michelle. The need to touch her again was almost overwhelming.
Audrey wrapped her arms around herself instead. “It’s me, remember? I know how passionate you are about women in art, so I can imagine how badly you wanted to teach this class, and I . . . I can’t believe he gave it to me when it should have been yours.”
Michelle turned abruptly and started walking down the path toward the student center, turning her back to Audrey.
“Michelle . . . dammit!” Audrey hustled after her. “This is unfair, and it sucks, and I’m trying to tell you how sorry I am.”
“I don’t want your apology,” Michelle snapped. Her walls were so high right now, they felt like a force field pushing Audrey away. “And I don’t want to talk about your damn class. Why do you always push on these things? Just let it go . . . please.”
There was something almost vulnerable in that last word, and Audrey tried to put herself in Michelle’s shoes. She’d told Audrey she was reserved. She’d obviously been hurt to learn that Audrey had gotten the class. Michelle always got prickly and defensive when Audrey tried to have difficult conversations with her, and while it felt important to Audrey that they talk about this, obviously Michelle didn’t agree.
“Okay. I’m dropping it,” Audrey said. “I was just really upset to find out because I hope you know I’d rather see you teaching Women in Art. You deserve this class.”
“No, I don’t.” Michelle stopped abruptly, staring right at Audrey with a look that made Audrey’s heart seem to lose its rhythm. “I observed your class, remember? You were fantastic. Compelling. I couldn’t take my eyes off you up there.” She turned and started walking again. “Now let’s go help these kids plan a queer-friendly Halloween.”

Michelle was a woman possessed. All week, she’d spent every free moment on her back porch with her laptop, research scattered in a semicircle around her as she typed out page after page. At first, she had tried to discount Audrey’s idea. Writing a work of fiction starring Eliza St. Claire as the main character?
That wasn’t the kind of writing Michelle did. Sure, it was her favorite type of book to read, the type that really brought history to life by telling the story like a novel. Of course, being a historian, half the time she ended up wanting to throw the book she was reading across the room when the historical inaccuracies became too much for her.
But with this book, her own book, she could ensure every detail was correct . . .
Somehow, knowing this was a personal project, not something that would count toward her academic-publishing goals, only spurred her on. This project belonged only to Michelle, and she simply couldn’t stop writing. By Saturday night, she’d completed and polished three chapters, which seemed like a suitable sample if she dared show it to anyone. And there was only one person she wanted to show, one person who knew she was writing a book, who had encouraged her to take this leap and turn it into historical fiction.
But did she dare?
Michelle sipped her whisky as the revelation hit her square in the solar plexus. She didn’t want to teach at NU anymore. Whereas she had once begun her mornings eager to get to the campus, day by day, year by year, that enthusiasm had been chipped away until now she felt like she was dragging herself through each day, chained by the security of having tenure.
Maybe Stuart giving the Women in Art class to Audrey had been her breaking point, or maybe that had been Audrey herself, bursting into the building like a ray of sunshine that left Michelle blinking in her shadow, wondering how long she’d been sitting in the dark.
Whatever the cause, her eyes were open now, and she could see the writing on the wall. It was time for a change. Not right away. Michelle had never been an impulsive woman, but yesterday, she’d stumbled across a posting for what sounded like a perfect position for her at Oxford. It was a long shot, and it would mean giving up the job security she enjoyed at Northshire, but if she got the job, she could go home.
Perhaps she should apply. Maybe she should even put feelers out for other university positions in the UK. As the warmth of whisky settled in her stomach, she resolved that she would. She’d apply for as many positions as possible, and if one of them panned out . . . she would have to give it careful consideration, of course, but perhaps returning to the UK would help reinvigorate her career. Plus, she’d be near Kate and her family.
And then there was the book. Publishing it would be a dream come true, but she also knew she didn’t have enough time to devote to a writing career, not while the university was sucking up so many hours of her day. Academia had become stifling. There were so many rules, so many restrictions as to what she was allowed to teach and how she taught it.
This book was fulfilling her creatively in a way she hadn’t even realized she was lacking. But now that she remembered how it felt to be passionate about something, well . . . she couldn’t continue sticking her head in the sand while she lived a life devoid of that kind of joy.
Which meant . . .
Michelle swallowed more whisky, letting it blur her inhibitions until she’d worked up the courage to consult the faculty contact list on the department server. As she’d hoped, Audrey had listed both her office phone and her mobile number on the sheet.
Before she could lose her nerve, Michelle typed Audrey’s number into her mobile, stored her as a contact, and composed a text message. It’s Michelle. Could I have your personal email address? I’d like to send you some new pages, if you’re interested in reading them.
Audrey responded almost immediately. I would LOVE to read them. AudreyLindPhD@gmail.com
Before Michelle could respond, another message came in.
By the way, I can’t believe we hadn’t exchanged cell #s until now!
Thank you, Michelle responded. I took your advice on a new direction for the book, and I’d very much like your opinion before I go any further.
SO EXCITED, Audrey typed back. Already refreshing my email!
Michelle covered her mouth with her free hand, as if anyone were here to see the giddy smile on her face. After another fortifying swallow of whisky, she composed an email on her laptop and attached the first three chapters of the book she was now calling A Light in the Storm. She hit “Send” before polishing off her drink.
On the cushion beside her, her phone buzzed with an incoming text.
Got it, from Audrey, followed by a string of enthusiastic emojis.
Thank you, Michelle sent back, then put down her phone and went inside for a shower, determined not to spend any more time tonight thinking about Audrey or her reaction as she read Michelle’s new chapters.

“Who are you texting with that goofy grin on your face? Have you met someone in Vermont already?”
Audrey looked up to find her brother watching her with a knowing smile. “No. It’s just . . . it’s Michelle.”
Erik’s eyebrows went up. “Michelle, as in the infamous Dr. Thompson, who I had to listen to you moon over basically the whole time you were here as an undergrad?”
She picked up her beer, almost wishing she’d lied about who the text was from, except she and Erik told each other everything. But her feelings about her burgeoning friendship with Michelle were a little bit delicate, probably because her feelings went a lot further than friendship. “Yes, that Michelle. We’re sort of friends now. I told you that.”
“And what is she texting her new BFF about on a Saturday night that’s got you looking so giddy?”
“She sent some pages for me to read. She’s writing a book.” Audrey heard the pride in her voice, but she was proud of Michelle, dammit. She had real talent, and it was unbelievably exciting to watch her rediscover her passion for female artists through this project.
“Well, that’s more boring than I expected.” Erik swatted at a mosquito that had landed on his arm. They were sitting on Audrey’s back patio together, trying to enjoy what remained of the sunset, but it was annoyingly buggy out here tonight. Since this was his weekend off from the hospital, he’d come up for a quick visit.
Audrey shrugged. “Not to us history nerds.”
He chuckled. “I’m glad you’ve found your people. Still, you had a certain look while you were texting with her. Are you crushing on her again?”
“Maybe a little,” she admitted, knowing he’d see right through her if she denied it. “But it’s fine. She’s completely professional, and I’ll get over it. Right now, I’m just really happy that we’re becoming friends.”
“I know how much you admired her, so I get that it must be cool to be friends with her now, just . . . be careful. She’s got to be older, right? And getting involved with a coworker while you’re still fighting for a permanent position doesn’t sound like a smart move.”
“It’s not, and I don’t plan on getting involved with her, even if she was interested, which she’s not,” Audrey said. “Career comes first for me. You know that. I don’t have room in my life for a serious relationship with anyone until I’ve secured a permanent job.”
“Oh, I bet you could make time if you met the right person. Isn’t that what they always say? We find love when we least expect it.”
“Wouldn’t know. Never been in love.” She’d dated a lot in her early twenties, but she always kept things casual, so her relationships usually fizzled within a few months. Most of the people she dated were part of her academic circles, and for the most part, they’d all been as focused on their careers as she was. No one was looking to settle down before they knew where they’d end up living, once they’d finally landed that elusive tenure-track position.
“I thought I was in love a few times, but . . . I don’t know,” Erik said. “Looking back, I don’t miss any of those women as much as I probably should if it had really been love, right?”
“You seemed genuinely in love with Mayumi. I mean, you were devastated when she broke up with you,” Audrey reminded him.
He flinched. “Yeah, I was. At the time, I was so brokenhearted. I couldn’t imagine my life with anyone else, and now I’m like . . . bring it on, you know? It doesn’t hurt to say her name anymore. It doesn’t even hurt to think about our time together. I really have moved on, and I’m ready. I just need to meet the right woman.”
“What about Riley?”
He grinned, fiddling with his beer. “Yeah, I like her a lot, but we’ve only been dating a few weeks. I don’t want to jinx anything.”
“But there’s potential?” she pressed because she liked what she’d heard about Riley so far. As a fellow ER physician, she seemed like a good match for Erik.
“There’s potential,” he confirmed. “And if things keep going the way they’re going, you’ll meet her at Thanksgiving.”
“Yay,” Audrey said. “I’m rooting for you two. Crossing fingers and toes that things keep going well.”
They headed inside to work on a puzzle together. Erik was a total puzzle nerd and had brought a mountain scene with him this weekend, which kept them occupied for hours as they laughed and chatted. As she was getting ready for bed that night, Audrey pulled up the texts she’d exchanged with Michelle earlier.
Audrey was dying to read the new chapters Michelle had sent, but she also wanted to make the most of her visit with her brother. The reality was, she might not get a chance to look at them until after Erik left tomorrow afternoon. Michelle had put herself out there by sending these pages to Audrey, though, and even though she probably wouldn’t admit it, she was likely waiting anxiously to hear what Audrey thought of them.
She typed out a quick message. FYI my brother is here visiting this weekend, so I can’t read right away, but I’ll check in with you on Monday at the latest!
Thank you. Enjoy your visit, Michelle replied.
Audrey tried and failed to contain the thrill that raced through her at the sight of Michelle’s name on her screen, the knowledge that Michelle might be in bed right now, too, texting Audrey. Who was she kidding? She had it so bad where this woman was concerned . . .

Michelle spent the rest of the weekend in a state of constant restlessness, wondering if Audrey had read the chapters yet and, if so, what she thought of them. She went for several lengthy bike rides, taking in the foliage as she burned off anxious energy.
Oddly, she also found herself wondering about Audrey’s weekend with her brother. She’d told Michelle her family was close, but weekend visits hinted at a kind of sibling relationship Michelle couldn’t even imagine. She had both a brother and a sister, and she rarely spoke to either outside birthdays or Christmas. They’d never visited her in Vermont. The Thompsons just weren’t that kind of family.
By Monday morning, it was all Michelle could do to contain her impatience as she made her way to her office in Holman Hall. Surely Audrey had read the chapters by now. She’d said she would check in with Michelle today at the latest. It was ridiculous that Michelle was this invested in her opinion, but she couldn’t seem to help herself.
As she unlocked her office door, Audrey entered the hallway from the stairwell. Michelle paused, breath catching in her throat as Audrey walked toward her. Would she say something now? Michelle should let her get settled first. No one wanted to be bothered before they’d unpacked their bag and checked their emails.
But Audrey was headed straight for her with a wide smile on her face, and when Michelle opened the door to her office, Audrey followed her in, then shut the door behind herself. Michelle hadn’t expected that. Suddenly, her office felt too small, and she didn’t know what to do with herself. How did Audrey manage to constantly throw her off balance?
“Sorry to burst in on you like this, but I figured you wanted to know what I thought of your new chapters.” Audrey dropped her satchel onto one of Michelle’s guest chairs. Then she began unbuttoning her maroon corduroy jacket, distracting Michelle with those slender, graceful fingers. How she’d love to know what they looked like as they slid through potter’s clay . . . or over Michelle’s skin.
She swallowed hard, then set down her own briefcase and reached for the top button on her blazer with clumsy fingers. “I was curious, yes.” Such a massive understatement.
“I won’t keep you in suspense, then, because it’s not an exaggeration when I say I’m in love with this new direction you’ve taken. It’s so good. Honestly, I didn’t think of you as an artist before, but you are. Words are your art form. You wield them so beautifully. I was completely engrossed from the first page, and I need more chapters immediately.”
Michelle’s heart hammered in her chest. That was more enthusiasm than she’d dared hope for. “Thank you. I . . . I haven’t written any more yet.” She paused as suspicion snuck in. “You’re not just saying that because you still feel bad about the Women in Art class, are you?”
Audrey gave her an incredulous look. “Of course, I still feel bad about that, but it has nothing to do with my opinion of your chapters. You’re a brilliant writer, Michelle. You’ve got to finish this book, and then you need to sell it because I think this could be a new side hustle for you, like how I still make ceramics while I teach. It fulfills me creatively, and maybe this book could do that for you, too . . . I mean, if that’s what you want, of course.”
Michelle looked away. Now wasn’t the time to tell Audrey that she’d been considering this book—and others like it—as more than a side hustle. That she’d applied for two academic positions in the UK yesterday. One way or another, her days at NU were limited. At this point, the only things she knew for certain were that she loved writing and she was hopelessly smitten with the woman standing in front of her, not that she would ever in a million years act on her attraction to Audrey.
“I’d like to finish the book,” she said finally, “so it’s validating to know you think I’m on the right track with it.”
“You’re definitely on the right track. How are you planning to present Eliza’s relationship with Ada, by the way?”
“I’ve been thinking about that a lot, actually. Based on what I read in her personal journals, they were definitely lovers, but . . . is it my place to share that with the world? I mean, assuming I ever publish this.” Michelle spoke haltingly, still somewhat overcome by Audrey’s praise. “I emailed Daniel—her great-grandson—to get his opinion. Ideally, I’d like to get his approval on the project.”
“I can’t wait to hear what he thinks,” Audrey said. “And I’m just so excited about this book. It’s fantastic.”
“Thank you.” Michelle knew her words were woefully inadequate for the intense gratitude she felt, but they were all she had.
“You’re welcome.”
Then Audrey surprised her yet again by flinging her arms around Michelle. For a moment, she froze, unable to recall the last time anyone had hugged her and unsure how to respond. But her arms seemed to move of their own accord, sliding around Audrey as she hugged her back.
They were pressed together, and it was so warm. Michelle didn’t realize she’d rested her face in the crook of Audrey’s neck until she found herself inhaling the floral scent of Audrey’s lotion. Michelle’s heart was pounding, and she felt flushed from head to foot.
To her absolute horror, tears welled in her eyes because being held like this felt so good. She could have spent an eternity in the sanctuary of Audrey’s arms, but Audrey was already pulling back, still talking about Michelle’s book as she turned to retrieve her satchel. She was ready to get on with her day as if she hadn’t just rocked Michelle’s world, both with her words and with that hug.
“See you later,” Audrey said as she opened the door. “Let’s walk over to the Halloween-party meeting together, okay? And send me more chapters whenever you have them.”
With a wave, she walked across the hall to her own office, leaving Michelle standing there with a hand pressed against her heart, wondering how she was supposed to teach art history after she’d just felt Audrey’s heartbeat against her breast and felt her breath gust against her ear.
How was Michelle supposed to do anything professional now that she knew how it felt to be held in Audrey’s arms?



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Audrey stood before the mirror in her bathroom, eyeing herself critically. Halloween had always been an important holiday in her house. Her parents were the sort who dressed in coordinating costumes and hosted a party that they invited not only their own friends to but any friends Audrey and Erik wanted to invite as well.
So she was used to putting more time and effort into her Halloween costumes than the average person. Hell, many of her friends quit dressing up when they hit puberty, but not Audrey. She’d dressed up every year of her life, and this year, she was really looking forward to attending the NU Pride Coalition’s Halloween Spooky Spectacular.
As a professor supervising a student-run party, she’d have to be on her best behavior tonight, but she was going to have fun. The students were a great group. She’d really enjoyed working with them at the planning meetings, and as a bonus, Michelle would be there. Audrey couldn’t wait to see her in a costume.
What would Michelle dress up as? Audrey pegged her for something traditional, like a basic witch, but oh what she wouldn’t give to see Michelle in something fun, something daring, like . . . a Rockford Peach from A League of Their Own, or Princess Leia, or Xena, Warrior Princess. The possibilities were endless.
As for Audrey, she’d dressed up as Kate McKinnon’s Weird Barbie from the Barbie movie. She had on a hot-pink cap sleeve dress, complete with doodles and paint splatters; a spiky blond wig; and colorful markings on her face as if a child had drawn on her with crayon. She’d even stuffed one half of a pair of leggings to make a fake-leg accessory for herself so she could imitate Weird Barbie’s impromptu splits.
Satisfied with her appearance, Audrey applied a coat of red lipstick . . . because even Weird Barbie wanted to look nice tonight. It had nothing to do with the fact that Michelle would be at the party, or if it did, Audrey wasn’t admitting it, not even to herself.
She walked to the front door, picking up her hot-pink purse and crayon-scribbled coordinating jacket on the way. Outside, she shivered as she unlocked her car. It was October twenty-fourth, a week before Halloween, and the temperature was in the midfifties, chilly but perfect for a costume party.
Her aging hatchback coughed and groaned as she turned the key. Audrey patted the dash, muttering “please, please . . .” until the engine sputtered to life. She really needed this car to hold on for at least one more year. She couldn’t afford car payments yet.
Five minutes later, she strolled into the student center, which had been reserved by the Pride Coalition for the evening. Audrey had been here most of the afternoon helping the students decorate and set up for the party, only returning to her house to get ready. Now cheerful dance music filled the space. Stage smoke billowed from a cauldron in the back while a variety of colorfully costumed people meandered through the room.
At a glance, Audrey saw a nurse, Supergirl, Dracula, several clowns, and a group in coordinating Star Trek uniforms. She hadn’t even consciously realized who she was looking for until her eyes settled on a distinctive figure in a sweeping black coat and top hat, dark hair neatly curled and pinned beneath.
Michelle had dressed as Anne Lister. It was as surprising as it was perfect, one fearsome lesbian portraying another. Audrey all but swooned on the spot, and then, before she’d even had a chance to fully take in the party, she was making her way toward Michelle.
She turned toward Audrey, revealing the front of the costume, a frilled white dress shirt visible beneath her black vest, and good god, she had no right to look that hot at a student event. A full skirt swirled around her ankles. Michelle hardly ever wore skirts, and the sight of this one had Audrey’s body temperature rising.
Michelle was perfectly buttoned up beneath multiple layers of fabric. She was covered from chin to foot, no skin on display other than her hands and face, and yet . . . this was what made historical romance so appealing, wasn’t it? The implied chasteness of it, the relative indecency of a brush of hands or a glimpse of collarbones.
No doubt about it, Michelle looked so sexy in that Anne Lister costume—so gay—Audrey was about to melt into a puddle of lust right here on the dance floor.
“Audrey,” Michelle said, her brow wrinkling slightly as she took in Audrey’s costume.
“Love your costume,” Audrey gushed. “Gentleman Jack fan? Or do you prefer Anne’s original diaries?”
Michelle quirked an eyebrow. “What do you think?”
“The diaries, of course. You’re a historian, so you’d go straight to the original source. And her diaries are fascinating. It’s such a treasure that she documented her life like that.”
There was an unmistakable sparkle in Michelle’s eyes now. “Absolutely. I confess that I’ve read anything and everything I can get my hands on about the illustrious Miss Lister, but it might surprise you to know that I’m also a fan of the show. I thought it was very well done, and of course, Suranne Jones is always fantastic.”
“Agreed. Such a shame it got canceled.”
Michelle sighed. “The downside of capitalism, turning art into a popularity contest. Anyway, I have no idea what your costume is. Enlighten me?”
Audrey grinned. “Aww, Michelle! Don’t tell me you haven’t seen the Barbie movie. This is a travesty that must be remedied.”
“Oh my god, Dr. Thompson, she’s right,” Gia, one of the students from the Halloween-party-planning committee, said as she joined them. “It’s such a powerful commentary on feminism and female empowerment, plus . . . it’s just really fun!”
Michelle looked vaguely confused. “I haven’t seen it, but . . . are you Barbie, then? Why is your hair like that? And what’s with the extra leg?”
Audrey struck a pose with the leg, laughing.
Gia gave her an approving look. “She’s Weird Barbie! It’s Kate McKinnon’s character from the movie. She’s this old Barbie who’s been used and abused by the kids that owned her, so she’s all broken and scribbled on, and she does these ridiculous splits. Dr. Lind, this is literally my favorite costume I’ve seen tonight.”
Audrey grinned. “Thank you. I had fun with it.”
“You both look amazing, and very on brand for a queer party,” Gia said, motioning for them to follow her. “Come on. Arlen is at the photo booth, documenting everyone for Instagram. They’re going to love your costumes!”
“Oh, I’m not here to be photographed,” Michelle demurred, looking much more reserved than the woman she was dressed as.
“Please?” Gia implored. “We’re trying to get everyone, and it would be so great to include our faculty sponsors. We wouldn’t even be here tonight without you and Dr. Lind.”
“Come on, Dr. Thompson,” Audrey jumped in, using Michelle’s title in the presence of students. “We can pose together, as the two faculty sponsors. It’ll be fun. I saw the photo booth earlier. It’s all decked out with silver streamers and rainbows. Plus . . . there are props.”
Michelle gave her an aggrieved look. “I don’t need props. But I’ll take a photo. Lead the way, Gia.”
“Yay.” Gia bounced on her toes. She had on a shiny red flapper dress, fringe dancing around her as she moved. “Arlen! I’ve got Weird Barbie and Anne Lister for you.”
Arlen peeked out from the photo booth, antennae wobbling on top of their head. They wore a shimmery green alien costume that was so silly, it made Audrey giggle. It fit Arlen’s irreverent personality perfectly. They clapped their hands at the sight of Audrey and Michelle. “Oh my god, if this isn’t the perfect pairing! Ladies, come on in, and let me capture you.”
“Capture us?” Audrey teased. “Is this where we find out we’re about to be abducted to your home planet?”
Arlen made a series of beeps and clicks as they ushered Audrey and Michelle into the photo booth, acting out their role as an alien. “Feel free to accessorize as you see fit, and have fun with it. We can take as many pictures as you like.”
“Let’s do a standard pose first,” Audrey suggested, noting Michelle’s stiff posture. She probably needed to ease into this. Too bad they couldn’t serve alcohol at a campus event, because a glass of whisky might have been a big help right now.
She and Michelle stood with their backs against each other, facing the camera. Michelle crossed her arms over her chest, looking stern and intimidating as Anne Lister, while Audrey stood with one leg tucked behind herself so her fake leg took its place. She pointed it straight up in the air, then made a ridiculous face as if Weird Barbie had just done air splits for the camera.
Arlen laughed as they snapped several pictures. “Perfect, ladies. Those are fantastic. Dr. Lind, I feel like one of those tiaras would really suit Weird Barbie. Dr. Thompson, how do you feel about Anne Lister carrying a rainbow-striped boa?”
Michelle opened her mouth as if to protest the historical inaccuracy of such a thing, but then she glanced at Audrey, who was attempting to telepathically remind her that this was a student party, and the object of the evening was to make sure everyone had fun. “All right,” she acquiesced.
Before Michelle could change her mind, Audrey grabbed the boa Arlen was holding out to her and draped it across Michelle’s shoulders. Then she selected a bejeweled tiara and plopped it on her own head, careful not to make her wig slip. For this photo, she and Michelle smiled first at the camera, then at each other.
And then, for some reason she couldn’t fully fathom, Audrey grabbed the end of Michelle’s boa and gave it a tug. Michelle swayed toward her, and click, Arlen caught the moment on camera.
Michelle put a hand on Audrey’s shoulder to steady herself, and Audrey almost dropped her spare leg, her heart was beating so fast.
“Love that,” Arlen called. “Audrey, take her right hand and pose like you’re dancing. I don’t know about you, but I’d give money to see Anne Lister dancing with Weird Barbie.”
“Especially Anne Lister wearing a rainbow boa,” Audrey said, playing along. She gripped Michelle’s free hand, and they swayed to the music, slowly spinning each other in a circle. And . . . was that a smile on Michelle’s face?
As Audrey watched, Michelle’s lips curved and her eyes sparkled. They were dancing, really dancing, and Audrey wanted to live in the moment forever.

Michelle couldn’t believe it, but she was actually having fun. She twirled Audrey in her outrageous Barbie costume as Arlen captured the moment with their camera. As she stepped back, Michelle tripped over the hem of her Anne Lister skirt. She stumbled into Audrey, who gripped both of Michelle’s hands in her own.
Audrey laughed, and it was such a beautiful sound. Before Michelle realized it, she was laughing, too, still holding on to Audrey’s hands. They must look utterly ridiculous, but wasn’t that the whole point? Arlen seemed thrilled, and as Michelle glanced behind them, she saw that a crowd of students had gathered to watch her and Audrey’s antics in the photo booth.
Warmth crept into her cheeks, and she fought the urge to slink away, to lurk in the corner as she usually did. She was here to represent the university, to support the Pride Coalition.
“Yo, Dr. Thompson, you’ve got moves!” a young man whose name she didn’t know called out. “Who knew?”
“I knew,” she retorted with a smile. But now she noticed the line of students waiting for their turn in the photo booth. She tugged Audrey out of the makeshift box.
“That was fun,” Audrey said, sounding slightly breathless.
“It was.”
“Do you help out with this party every year?”
Michelle led the way to the refreshment table in back. “Not every year, but often, yes.”
“The kids seem pretty fond of you.”
“I’m fond of them too,” Michelle said. “They’re a good group. The Pride Coalition seems to grow every year, which is great to see.”
“I love that too,” Audrey said, giving Michelle a sly look. “I also love seeing this side of you. You seem more relaxed than you are in your classes.”
That was because she actually wanted to be here. Maybe not here, at a Halloween party. Costume parties weren’t really her thing, but this one was turning out pretty well. “It’s a more relaxed environment.”
“So it is.” Audrey took two paper plates from the stack on the table and handed one to Michelle. “What are you in the mood for? Zombie-brain cupcakes? Witch-finger cookies? Ghost pizza bagels?”
Michelle surveyed the table. She hadn’t had dinner yet, so she needed something more substantial than candy and cupcakes. “I’ll start with one of the bagels.”
“If you want something savory, the graveyard chicken-enchilada dip sounds really good,” Audrey said. “Gia was telling me about it earlier when we were setting up.”
“Perfect.” Michelle filled a plate with various spooky finger foods and grabbed a can of sparkling water, then followed Audrey toward the tables and chairs that had been set up at the back of the room.
“Love your costume, Dr. Thompson,” someone called out. “Yours, too, Dr. Lind!”
“Thank you,” they both responded.
“Got to say, your costume looked even more awesome with that rainbow boa,” Audrey said teasingly as they chose an empty table and sat.
“I’m not sure what Anne Lister would have thought about it.”
“Are you kidding? She’d have loved it.”
“I suppose she would have.” Michelle picked up her bagel, which was covered in tomato sauce, with ghost-shaped cheese on top. “It’s heartening to see how many of these kids know who she is. That’s the power of the series. I doubt any of them have read her diaries.”
Audrey shrugged as she bit into a cupcake oozing with what looked like brains on top. “They might have discovered her from the show, but with a queer gathering like this, there are probably others who’ve deep dived into her life and diaries. I bet teenage Michelle was already acquainted with Miss Lister.”
“Yes, but I wasn’t exactly your average student.”
“Let me guess.” Audrey studied her for a moment. “You were extra studious, always with your nose in a book, fascinated with art and history even then. Were you out in college?”
“I suppose I was.” She shrugged. “I’ve never ascribed to the idea of coming out, nor have I ever made an announcement about my sexuality. I am who I am, and I’ve never apologized for it or tried to hide it, although in those days, I tried not to draw attention to myself in general. I was more interested in my studies than in dating, but when I did date, it was always women. I knew I was a lesbian by the age of thirteen or so. I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t fascinated with women.”
Audrey was listening with rapt attention, completely unaware that she had a glob of faux zombie brains stuck to the end of her nose. “Tell me more about young Michelle.”
“You have . . .” Michelle touched her own nose, unwilling to touch Audrey’s.
Audrey mimicked her, smiling as her fingers came away covered in red jelly. “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.” At Audrey’s expectant look, she acquiesced. She wasn’t fond of talking about herself, but she’d play along, if for no other reason than she hoped Audrey might reciprocate afterward. “I fancied myself an artist when I was a little girl. I was always in my room painting, but alas, as I got older, I realized I had no talent with a paintbrush. By that point, I’d fallen in love with art, though, and I’d started reading about the artists who interested me. But I wondered why the books I brought home from the library largely contained works by male artists. Where were the women?”
“Dammit,” Audrey breathed, touching Michelle’s hand lightly. “You deserved that class so much more than I did.”
She sighed. “What’s done is done, and none of it was your fault. I was wrong to take my frustrations out on you at the start of the semester.”
“It makes me like Stuart a little less to know how he handled this.” Audrey scrunched her nose. “You should be teaching Women in Art. You should have been teaching it for years.”
“But I’m not. You are. Now, your turn. Same questions. Tell me more about yourself.”
“Well, you know a little bit about what I was like in college.” Audrey gave her a silly smile.
“An adorable little teacher’s pet,” Michelle teased.
“Adorable? Aww.” Audrey reached for her water. “I came out in college. Before that, I’d assumed I was straight since I had crushes on guys in high school. It took me a little longer to recognize my female crushes for what they were. Anyway, once I realized I was bi, I went through a phase where my whole personality was pink, purple, and blue.” Audrey rolled her eyes at herself. “I was basically shouting it from the rooftops because I was young and self-absorbed, but also, it was nice to be at a welcoming university.”
“That is nice,” Michelle agreed. “Is your family supportive?”
Audrey’s whole face lit up. “They’re the best. My parents even threw me a rainbow-themed party for my twentieth birthday, after I came out to them. I really lucked out in the family department. I love them so much.”
“That’s wonderful,” Michelle said. “Does art run in the family?”
“Nope, only me.” Audrey shrugged. “I’m adopted, though, so who knows where I get my artistic talent from.”
Michelle felt her eyebrows go up. “Really?”
“Yep. My mom was adopted as a child, and it changed her life, so when the time came, she and my dad didn’t even try for their own kids. They knew they wanted to adopt.”
“So both you and your brother are adopted?”
Audrey nodded. “No shared genes in my household. Just love.”
She said it with such earnestness, Michelle felt a tug of yearning. That kind of love? She didn’t know what it felt like. “That’s really beautiful.”
Audrey held up her phone, showing Michelle a photo of a Black woman and white man in their fifties, embracing Audrey and an Asian man about her age who must be her brother. “My family. I love them to pieces.” She looked up, and some of Michelle’s wistfulness must have shown on her face, because her expression turned tender. “And your family?”
Michelle shrugged. “They’re fine. I think we get along better with an ocean between us. Honestly, it was a relief for them when I followed Kelly to the States. Now they can show off their other children and grandchildren at church without having to endure the whispered comments about their lesbian daughter.”
“Oh, Michelle . . .” Audrey looked like she was moments from hugging her.
Michelle held up a finger to ward her off. “No, my story isn’t tragic. It just is, and compared to what a lot of the kids in this room have been through, I got off easy.”
“It’s not a competition. You’re entitled to feel however you feel about it.”
“I don’t, though.” She sounded more vehement than she’d intended. “I don’t feel much of anything when I think of my parents. I’m tired of talking about them, though.”
Audrey stood, extending a hand. Something playful sparked in her eyes. “Dance with me, then. For real, no photo booth involved. Let’s show these kids how to have fun.”
And dammit, despite her better judgment, Michelle heard herself saying yes.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Audrey never expected to have so much fun at a student party. Even Michelle, who had been initially reluctant to join her on the dance floor, looked like she was enjoying herself. Someone had queued up an energetic playlist, heavy on Hayley Kiyoko, Sam Smith, Chappell Roan, Billie Eilish, Anna Moss, and other young, queer artists. Audrey could tell that Michelle didn’t recognize a single song, but it was worth it to see Anne Lister grooving to “Lunch.”
Michelle’s skirt swirled as she moved, black satin brushing against the thin leggings Audrey wore beneath her dress, and oof. It took effort to keep from reaching out and gathering a fistful of that satin, then using it to haul Michelle in for a kiss. Their eyes locked, and before Audrey could worry that her desire was visible on her face, she saw the heat simmering in Michelle’s dark gaze.
She stared at Audrey with such raw hunger, Audrey felt an answering clench low in her belly. Michelle blinked, and it was gone, replaced with the slightly aggrieved expression she’d worn since Audrey had asked her to dance. Had she imagined that flash of heat?
Because she was watching Michelle so closely, Audrey saw the exact moment she realized what the song was about, that it was an unabashed celebration of sapphic oral sex. Michelle’s steps faltered, and embarrassment flitted across her features. She rested a hand on Audrey’s shoulder as she leaned in to murmur in her ear, “Is this appropriate for a university-funded event?”
“Of course it is! I’ve heard much more graphic lyrics on the radio.” Audrey ignored the way goose bumps rose on her skin from the gust of Michelle’s warm breath against her neck.
“I suppose. Still, I wasn’t listening to anything like this in college.”
“That sounds like a you problem,” Audrey said with a playful wink. “Prince was singing about oral sex before I was even born. So was Madonna, and—”
“Okay,” Michelle interrupted. “Enough of that.”
“Oh, come on. Surely you’re familiar with cunnilingus.” Audrey thought she must be having an out-of-body experience, because surely she hadn’t just said that.
“Of course I’m . . .” Michelle drifted off, giving her head a quick shake. “Why are we talking about this?”
“I have no idea.” Audrey waved her hands in front of her face. “Immediate change of subject.”
Michelle glanced around the room, seeming to notice all the students singing along to the song, and then she tugged at the collar of her shirt. “I need something to drink.”
“Good idea.” It was warm in here, and Audrey was thirsty too. She followed Michelle to the refreshment table, where they both grabbed bottles of water. Chappell Roan’s “Hot to Go!” began to play, much to Michelle’s obvious relief.
She headed toward the patio, and Audrey started to follow, but then she stopped. Michelle hadn’t invited her to tag along. Maybe she needed some time to herself. And anyway, one of them ought to stay inside the party. Their presence tonight was required for the students to be able to host a party this size on campus.
Audrey drank her water, watching students enjoy themselves on the dance floor. The kids gathered here tonight were a beautiful array of genders and sexualities, decked out in equally colorful costumes and having the time of their lives.
Not everyone was celebrating, though. Her gaze caught on a student dressed as a piñata, their costume covered in colorful paper fringe, complete with paper horns on their head. She’d noticed the student peripherally a few times tonight, always standing off to the side, observing the party. Maybe they were shy or new to the group. Maybe they needed a friend here tonight.
Audrey walked over to stand against the wall nearby. “Hey. I’m Professor Lind, she/her. I don’t think we’ve met yet.”
The student gave her a hesitant smile. “Hi. I’m Kayley, also she/her.”
“Love your costume, Kayley.” Audrey gave her a warm smile. “I’m not sure I’ve seen one like it before.”
“Thanks.” Kayley looked down at herself. “My mom made it for me.”
“Oh, are you local? Or did she send it to you?”
“I’m local.” Kayley ducked her head. “I’m living at home for college.”
“Cool,” Audrey said. “I would have loved to do that. It was really hard leaving home. My family and I are close.”
“I’m close with my family too.” Kayley paused, eyes darting everywhere but at Audrey. “I haven’t told them I’m here, though. They think it’s just a regular Halloween party.”
“Hey, no worries. There’s no timetable on coming out. Do what feels right for you . . . even if that means you never come out to them,” Audrey told her. “I’m really glad you’re here tonight, though. Is this your first Pride Coalition event?”
“I’ve been to one meeting before this, but . . . I haven’t really talked to anyone. I’m not really out, like, at all.” Her cheeks were bright pink now, hands clenched behind her back. “I’ve never even said the words out loud. I’m just . . . here.”
“Here is the perfect place to be,” Audrey said. “You’re in a safe and welcoming space. No need to put labels or pressure on yourself—just have fun. Have you tried the food yet? The zombie-brain cupcake was my favorite, but it’s a little messy.”
Kayley grinned as the tension drained from her posture. “I had my eye on those.”
“Come on. Let’s go get you one.”
“Hey, Dr. Lind! We miss you on the dance floor.” Gia bopped by with several of her friends, waving her arms for Audrey to join them.
Kayley watched them with a wistful expression.
“I was just taking a breather. Gia, have you met Kayley?”
“Nope.” Gia approached with a wide smile, hand extended. “I’m Gia, she/her, trans lesbian, and a communications major.”
“Hi.” Kayley gave her a bashful smile as she took her hand. “I’m Kayley, she/her. I’m premed and, um . . . also a lesbian.” Her expression was a mixture of wonder and vulnerability for having spoken those words out loud, and Audrey held her breath, waiting for Gia’s response.
“It’s awesome to meet you, Kayley.” Gia gave her an enthusiastic handshake before sashaying her hips in her flapper dress. “Want to dance with us? We’re having so much fun.”
“Oh, um . . .” Kayley swallowed, and then a wide smile bloomed on her face. “Yeah, I’d love to dance.”
And then she was off. The next time Audrey caught sight of her, Kayley was grooving in the middle of the dance floor with Gia and her friends, piñata tassels bouncing. Audrey felt like a proud parent.
The last hour of the party passed uneventfully. The kids all seemed to be having a good time. She’d seen Michelle here and there, but Audrey hadn’t talked to her again since the cunnilingus incident, which she was both disappointed about and grateful for.
When they clicked, they really clicked. They had the kind of conversations that left Audrey’s mind buzzing with an intellectual high, but they seemed to get off kilter with each other just as frequently, always toeing the line between friendship and awkwardness.
Had that moment on the dance floor actually happened? Or had Audrey’s lust-struck brain imagined the heat in Michelle’s eyes?
By the time she walked to her car after the party, she was sure she’d imagined it. She slid behind the wheel with a sigh, but when she turned the key, nothing happened. Not even a groan from the engine. It wasn’t the end of the world. Audrey’s rental house was only a fifteen-minute walk from campus. On nice days, she often walked to work, but right now, she was exhausted. Not to mention, she couldn’t afford car repairs this month. She slapped a hand against the steering wheel in annoyance.
Someone tapped on her window, and she looked up to see Michelle peering at her through the glass. Audrey’s heart kicked against her ribs as she fumbled with the window, confused about why it wouldn’t lower until she remembered the car was dead.
She grabbed her bag and stepped out of the vehicle.
Michelle gave her a questioning look. “Car trouble?”
Audrey sighed. “Yeah. It was threatening trouble earlier, but now it won’t start. Luckily, I live close enough to walk home.”
“Would you like a ride?”
“Um, yeah, that would be great, actually. My feet are killing me.” And she was secretly thrilled to spend a few minutes alone with Michelle before they said good night.
“So much dancing.” Michelle rolled her eyes. “Come on. I’m just over here.”
Audrey followed her to a sleek black BMW. The car was so perfectly Michelle, Audrey had to smile. Michelle had taken off her top hat, revealing damp flyaways that had escaped from her bun. That outfit was going to be in Audrey’s private fantasies for a long time.
“I’m about a half mile down East Street, just past the gas station,” she told Michelle as they got into the car.
“Perfect. That’s right on my way home.”
“Where do you live?”
“I’m a few miles outside town on Middleton Hill Road.”
“Oh, the views are so pretty out that way,” Audrey said.
Michelle nodded. “Exactly why I bought a house there. It’s got all the privacy I could ever want, plus a view to die for.”
“Sounds nice.” And Audrey had no business wondering if she’d ever see it in person. “Got plans this weekend?”
“Not really. I’ll probably be working on that book. Can’t seem to get it off my mind.”
“That makes me very happy to hear, since I’m dying to read more of it.” Audrey settled back in her seat. The car smelled like Michelle, that fresh, woodsy scent Audrey had come to associate with her. “I’ll be working on my passion projects this weekend too. I’ll probably spend most of it at the pottery wheel.”
Michelle darted a glance at her as she drove. “I’d love to see you work sometime. You use the studio on campus, too, don’t you?”
“I do, but the campus studio books out pretty far with students wanting to use it between classes, so I usually do my own pottery work at home. Why don’t you come over this weekend? I’d love to show you how to use the wheel. You can throw your own pot.” She held her breath, awaiting Michelle’s response.
Michelle was silent for several long seconds, and then she cleared her throat. “I don’t want to impose.”
“You wouldn’t be imposing. I’d love to have the company, and showing people how to use the wheel is pretty much my favorite thing.” Never mind that it would be even harder to ignore this pesky attraction while Michelle was in her house. Audrey was up for the challenge, and she was eager to take their friendship to the next level, hanging out off campus.
Michelle shook her head. “I’m not an artist. I just wanted to observe you.”
“That’s fine, too, but you don’t have to be an artist to use the wheel.” Audrey realized they’d already reached her house. The drive took no time at all. She pointed. “That’s me, the white house on the corner.”
Michelle turned into the driveway and parked, then looked at her. “All right, then. If you’re sure you don’t mind, I’d like to watch you at the wheel this weekend.”
“Awesome. Does tomorrow afternoon work for you?”
“Yes.”
Audrey’s heart leaped for joy. This was going to be the best Saturday. She just knew it.

Audrey was about to come out of her skin with a combination of nerves and excitement by the time the black BMW pulled into her driveway just before three the following afternoon. Michelle Thompson was about to be in her house. And Audrey had every intention of convincing her to try the wheel herself, after she’d had a chance to observe Audrey.
Except suddenly, the idea of throwing pottery with Michelle felt more intimate than she’d anticipated. That scene from Ghost flitted through her mind. Audrey had always wanted to recreate that scene with someone, and now her unhelpful brain was imagining it with Michelle.
Stop it, Audrey told herself as she watched Michelle step out of her car, wearing formfitting jeans and a black top under a burgundy blazer. Goodness. She hadn’t prepared herself to see Michelle in casual clothes, and wow, she looked unfairly good in jeans.
Audrey opened the front door. “Hi.”
Michelle looked up with that little smile that always undid Audrey. “Hi yourself. Thanks again for doing this. I really hadn’t anticipated interfering with your weekend when I asked.”
“You aren’t interfering.” Audrey motioned her inside. “I was going to spend the weekend in my studio either way, and this way, I get to have company.”
Michelle swept an assessing gaze around the house. “It’s nice, very cozy and comfortable . . . and I mean that as a compliment.”
“Good, because I love both of those things. I mean, I can’t take much credit for anything you see. I’m renting it furnished, but those factors did help me choose this place, plus the proximity to the campus.”
“Being able to walk to work is a definite perk. Did you get your car fixed?” Michelle shrugged out of her blazer, and Audrey took in her blouse with its cuffed sleeves, totally unsuited for pottery work. But that was okay. They’d cross that bridge when—and if—they got to it. Audrey had plenty of T-shirts Michelle could borrow if she decided to give it a try.
“Yeah, it needed a new alternator, which was an easy fix, luckily.” Unfortunately, it had put her over budget for the month. She’d try to sell a few extra ceramics pieces to make up the difference. She took Michelle’s jacket and hung it in the hall closet. “Do you want anything to drink before we get started?”
Michelle shook her head. “I’m fine, thanks.”
“Okay. In that case, let’s go up to the studio.” Maybe Audrey had hoped they could hang out for a bit first, but it was probably best this way, keeping things as professional as possible.
Audrey led Michelle upstairs. The studio was across the hall from her bedroom, in a small but bright room that faced the street. She’d left the curtains open, so the room was bathed in afternoon sunshine.
The hardwood floor was covered with painter’s tarps to catch any splatter from the wheel. Usually, there was one stool beside the wheel, but today, she’d placed two. Her stomach fluttered in nervous anticipation as she led Michelle into the room.
“So this is where the magic happens, hmm?” Michelle looked around, that observant gaze taking in every detail. She walked to the wheel at the center of the room, running her fingers over the wheel head.
“This is the room where I spend most of my free time, yeah.”
Michelle looked up with a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “Now I’ll know where to picture you.”
Audrey gulped, biting back the urge to say something totally inappropriate like “So you think about me at my pottery wheel?” In all likelihood, Michelle didn’t mean it that way at all. The chances of her thinking about Audrey in any context outside work were extremely slim. Total wishful thinking.
Meanwhile, Michelle had wandered to the shelves along the wall to the right of the door, which contained Audrey’s most recent pieces. Some were finished and ready to sell. Others were in various stages of work, some carved, some not, bare clay ready for the kiln. “Love this one,” Michelle commented, tapping a vase on the top shelf. Instead of engraving that one, Audrey had given it a blue underglaze and then painted it with delicate flowers. “You paint too?”
She nodded. “I’m a decent painter. I dabble in a lot of art forms, but ceramics will always have my heart.”
“Well, if this vase is any indication, you’re more than a decent painter. It’s beautiful. I love the depth of color and detail on the petals. It reminds me of Rachel Ruysch’s work.”
“Thank you.”
“Do you have a kiln here at home too?”
Audrey shook her head. “I’ve wanted my own kiln, but they’re expensive, and they actually use a ton of power. I’d have to have a special outlet installed, and that’s not practical in a rental house, so I use the kiln on campus. Perks of the job.”
“Perks are nice.” Michelle finished examining the pieces on the shelf, including the etched mug Audrey had made earlier today. She’d carved leaves into its surface that she would brush with fall colors once it had dried. “This one looks fresh.”
“I made it first thing this morning. The leaves outside the student center last night inspired me.”
“The party went really well, don’t you think?”
“Yeah,” Audrey said. “Everyone seemed to have a good time, and I didn’t even catch anyone sneaking in alcohol or anything else they shouldn’t have.”
“It’s always a success when that’s the case,” Michelle confirmed. “I’ve had to send people home before, which I don’t enjoy doing, but they know the rules for having an event on campus.”
“Totally.”
Michelle turned to face the wheel. “How do you start? And what are you planning to make?”
Audrey walked over and picked up the clay she’d prepared earlier. “I’ve already done the first step, actually. It’s called wedging, and it involves a lot of kneading and pounding to soften the clay, remove any air bubbles, and reshape it from the block I bought to this more spherical shape that’s ready for the wheel.” She held it out to see if Michelle wanted to feel it in her hands. Audrey loved the way it felt at this stage, so smooth and malleable beneath her fingers.
But Michelle shook her head. “I’d prefer to watch you work.”
“You got it. So, I’m going to place it at the center of the wheel . . . or what I think is the center, but centering the clay is actually a whole process, and that’s what we’re going to do next. I’m going to sit on this blue stool, and you can take the brown one. Feel free to sit as close as you like, but be aware that if you get too close, you might get splattered. I’m going to put on an apron to protect my clothes, and you might want one, too, even if you’re just watching.”
“All right,” Michelle agreed.
“Great.” Audrey slapped the clay onto the wheel, then wiped her hands on the clean towel she’d left out for herself and went to retrieve two smocks from the hook behind the door. They were both a pale blue, smudged here and there with clay stains and various color splatters from glazes and paints.
As she handed one to Michelle, their hands brushed, sending a jolt of awareness through Audrey’s system that was as alarming as it was thrilling because her attraction to Michelle was definitely out of control.
Audrey’s hands shook as she tied her smock, which was a terrible state to be in as she prepared to sculpt pottery. She inhaled slowly, filling her lungs, and then blew it out.
Here goes nothing.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Michelle watched, transfixed, as the wheel began to spin. It was oddly mesmerizing. In fact, she wondered how Audrey sat in front of it for hours at a time without hypnotizing herself. Michelle already felt somewhat entranced by the whirling lump of clay.
Audrey swiped her right hand through the bowl of water beside her and then pressed both palms against the clay. “This is called coning up. I’m pressing inward with my hands to force the clay upward into a cone shape. We want to keep it as neat as possible because that’ll help with the next step, which is coning down.”
The wheel sped up, and Audrey pressed down with one hand while she smoothed the sides of the clay with the other until it resembled a cake, low and round.
“This step is one of the hardest for new potters,” Audrey said. “It takes constant pressure and a fair amount of arm strength to keep the clay under my control. Ideally, I want to see it spinning here without a wobble. That’s how we know the clay is truly centered on the wheel. The human eye can lie, but centrifugal force doesn’t.”
“Fascinating,” Michelle murmured, watching as Audrey’s fingers skimmed over the surface of the clay like a lover’s caress. She shouldn’t be thinking about sex while watching Audrey work, but there was something so sensual about the way Audrey’s fingers stroked the clay, molding it into the shape she desired. Michelle had always found Audrey’s hands elegant, and now she was seeing firsthand why those slender fingers were so dexterous.
Michelle sucked in a breath, suddenly starved for air, as if she’d been so caught up in watching Audrey’s hands that she’d forgotten to breathe. Or perhaps the grace of Audrey’s movements had stolen her breath. “It’s like a dance . . . art in motion.”
“Yeah.” Audrey’s voice was hushed, and when Michelle looked up, Audrey’s eyes were locked on her, watching Michelle as raptly as Michelle had been watching the wheel.
Michelle gulped another breath, searching for something to say, when her thoughts were a jumble of sexy fingers and Audrey’s blue eyes. “What are you making?”
“A teacup.” Audrey still spoke quietly, as if she’d fallen under the spell of the wheel too. “If you like it when it’s finished, it can be yours.”
“Oh, but . . .” I already have one, she wanted to say, but the words got lost, because Audrey’s fingers had dipped into the top of the clay. Not all her fingers, just her index and middle finger. They pressed into the clay in a gesture so undeniably sapphic that Michelle’s skin flushed hot, and her core clenched as if those two fingers had just dipped inside her.
“This is called opening the clay,” Audrey said, and indeed it was opening beneath her touch, a hollow forming at its center. As Michelle watched, Audrey removed her hand and dipped those two fingers—index and middle—into the bowl of water to wet them. Her nails were short, neatly trimmed, and she’d taken off the turquoise ring, probably to keep it clean.
“It’s important to keep the clay wet,” Audrey said.
“Oh,” Michelle murmured, focused on Audrey’s glistening fingers.
Audrey pressed those two fingers into the clay, and Michelle couldn’t be the first lesbian to find this erotic. Because good lord, the way Audrey’s fingers dipped into that clay . . . Michelle pressed her thighs together, hating herself for reacting this way. Audrey had invited her over to show her a skill, not for Michelle to write mental porn about Audrey’s fingers.
She’d switched to her thumbs now, pushing farther into the clay as the gap widened. Its surface glistened from the water she’d applied. So wet, Michelle’s sex-starved brain supplied. Audrey picked up a sponge and gently blotted away some of the moisture, and at least that wasn’t overtly sexual.
Michelle made a conscious effort to control her breathing. It was absurd that she was getting hot and bothered watching Audrey mold clay. Audrey was her student, or she had been once. Michelle feared she would never be able to fully separate present-day Audrey from the bright-eyed freshman she’d first met in her introductory art history class. Audrey had been only eighteen, and Michelle had been her professor.
This attraction was beyond unfortunate. She needed to snap out of it immediately.
Audrey was talking again, explaining her process as the clay slowly transformed into the shape of a teacup. She kept using the word “wet,” and it was having a most inconvenient effect on Michelle. Making a teacup didn’t take as long as Michelle had expected, and she attributed that to Audrey’s talent. There were no missteps. The clay never fell and had to be reformed. No, Audrey’s graceful fingers molded it steadily into a beautifully proportioned cup.
“How do you get it off the wheel?” Michelle asked, rediscovering her voice as the wheel came to a stop, releasing her from its trance. The cup seemed so delicate, so flimsy in its current state, and Audrey had stuck it really firmly to the wheel to keep it in place while she worked. Surely, if she grabbed at it now, the whole thing would collapse.
In response, Audrey dipped both hands into the bowl of water to clean them, then dried them off and held up a piece of wire. “I use this to cut it off.”
“Oh.” Michelle heard the surprise in her voice.
Audrey slipped the wire under the cup and pulled, releasing it in one quick movement. “It needs to dry for a little while before we add the handle, but what do you think?”
“Spectacular.” Michelle sat up straight on her stool, only then realizing how much she’d leaned forward, eager to watch every move Audrey made. Her heart was racing, and she felt a little bit buzzed, the way she’d felt the other night after she finished drafting a particularly invigorating scene in her new book. Adrenaline.
Audrey grinned at her, and Michelle could feel herself smiling right back. She felt warm and uninhibited, and the urge to kiss Audrey was almost too strong to resist. But resist she would. Michelle had impeccable self-control, and that wasn’t about to change, no matter how deliciously pink and kissable Audrey’s lips looked right now.
Michelle needed to stop staring at them, though. She yanked her gaze back to Audrey’s eyes, which were just as soft and inviting as they watched Michelle.
“I don’t know about you, but I could use a drink,” Audrey said, breaking the spell.
“Yes,” Michelle agreed. Her throat was parched, and all she’d done was watch. She stood on slightly wobbly knees, allowing Audrey to lead the way downstairs to the kitchen. It was small but cheerful, as bright and inviting as the rest of the house.
Audrey took two glasses from a cabinet and filled them from the water dispenser on the refrigerator, then handed one to Michelle. As Michelle sipped hers, Audrey gulped the whole glass, licking water from her lips when she’d finished and sending Michelle’s mind straight back into the gutter.
After observing Audrey at the pottery wheel, Michelle was seeing her in a whole new light. She’d been so confident, so steady. The student had become the teacher, so to speak, and it only made Michelle want her even more.
“Now the question is, do we follow that with a real drink?” Audrey asked. “Because I really want you to take a turn at the wheel, and I feel like my chances of convincing you might be higher if I give you a little liquid courage first. So . . . what do you say? Should we open a bottle of wine and make more pottery together?”
Michelle should say no. Drinking alcohol while her judgment was already impaired by her rampaging hormones was a recipe for disaster. Or maybe a glass of wine would help calm her down. She was surprised by the tug of yearning in her chest that said she did want to try the wheel. She’d be terrible at it, but it looked oddly soothing, and surely she wouldn’t find it as sexual if her own fingers were molding the clay.
“Yes,” Michelle said. “Yes to wine. As for the rest . . . we’ll see.”

The wine was a mistake. Halfway through her second glass, Michelle found that her inhibitions were hopelessly blurred. She sat entirely too close to Audrey on the sofa as she waxed poetic on the most influential women in realism, including one of her all-time favorites, Rosa Bonheur.
“Did you know she was so committed to realism in her paintings of animals, not only did she spend days observing cattle and other livestock, but she also dissected their carcasses and even visited slaughterhouses to get a better understanding of their anatomy?” Michelle might never get over the thrill of being able to discuss these topics with someone who was as interested in them as she was. Surely that was the reason she was currently gazing into the azure depths of Audrey’s eyes like they belonged in a painting at the National Gallery. Everything about Audrey was a work of art, and Michelle wanted to stare at her forever.
“I didn’t know that, but I did know she was openly queer, which was incredibly badass of her.”
“Yes.” Michelle smiled into what remained of her wine. “I’ve always loved that about her too. Queer women throughout history are my heroes. Lord knows it’s not always easy even now, but back then? I can only imagine the things she endured.”
“Totally. That’s why I’m so glad people like you and me get to help keep their memories alive. We get to introduce women like Rosa Bonheur to new generations. There’s nothing like seeing a student really engage with the work of an artist they might not have discovered otherwise, is there? And while it still guts me that you don’t have the class, you’re doing the same thing with your book. You’re bringing Eliza St. Claire to life, giving her words and emotions that people will resonate with so much more than a stuffy textbook.”
Michelle’s body felt too warm. Audrey’s praise filled a needy void inside her, a place she had buried so deep she’d almost forgotten it existed. But honestly, when was the last time someone had truly appreciated her? At work? At home? Anywhere at all? Audrey made her feel good, and it wasn’t just because Michelle was attracted to her. She was extremely grateful for Audrey’s friendship.
“Thank you” was all she could think to say. She’d never been good at accepting a compliment, and right now, between the wine and Audrey’s proximity on the sofa, she was even more tongue tied than usual.
“It’s all true,” Audrey said. “Now, what do you say we go upstairs so I can give you a turn at the wheel? I think you’re going to love it. I find it so relaxing, almost meditative.”
Michelle had felt that way watching Audrey, and as she drank the last sip of her wine, she realized she was too tipsy to drive herself home right now anyway. “All right.”
“Yay.” Audrey clapped her hands together, then reached for Michelle’s empty wineglass. “I think I should loan you a shirt, though, unless you can roll those sleeves up really far, and even so . . . you might want one of my old T-shirts just to be safe.”
Michelle looked down at her shirt with its snug, cuffed sleeves. It was impractical, just like the idea of Michelle using the pottery wheel. “Oh, maybe I should just—”
“Nope,” Audrey interrupted, obviously having guessed the direction Michelle’s thoughts had taken. “Don’t back out because of your shirt. Just borrow one. Please? We’re going to have so much fun.”
Too much fun, perhaps. Maybe that was why Michelle kept looking for reasons to back out. “Okay. I’ll borrow a shirt.”
Audrey took her hand and tugged, pulling Michelle to her feet, and if their hands lingered for a moment once Michelle was up, surely that was all in her mind. Now that she was standing, though, she felt even tipsier.
“Surely it isn’t a good idea to use the pottery wheel after two glasses of wine,” she hedged, one last excuse.
“What’s the worst that can happen? You make lopsided pottery? That’s probably going to happen your first time anyway. Don’t stress. This is just for fun. So don’t worry about drunk potting . . . only drunk driving.”
That drew a surprised laugh from Michelle . . . another side effect of the wine. She followed Audrey upstairs and accepted a black shirt to change into.
“You can go into my bedroom to change. It’s got the only bathroom upstairs.”
“Okay,” Michelle agreed, but once Audrey closed the door behind her, Michelle was alone in Audrey’s bedroom, which felt unsettlingly intimate, given her recent thoughts.
The bedroom was decorated in cool, soothing colors. Audrey’s bed was covered with a blue floral-patterned blanket. The paintings on the walls, like the art downstairs, looked mass produced, likely stuff that had come with the house, but there were sculpted items on the dresser that she suspected were Audrey’s. She wasn’t in here to snoop, though.
Michelle quickly changed her top, leaving her blouse folded on the end of Audrey’s bed. When she walked into the hall, she could see Audrey in the studio, setting up the wheel for its next project. Michelle crossed to her, filled with a mixture of anticipation and trepidation.
What if she was truly terrible at this? Would Audrey think less of her?
“Ready?” Audrey asked with the kind of smile that made Michelle’s chest feel warm and full, a feeling she was quickly becoming addicted to.
Michelle nodded, accepting the smock Audrey held out to her.
“You’re going to sit on the stool I was using earlier,” Audrey said. “And I’m going to sit beside you, so I can guide you. Also, don’t set your expectations too high. We’ll make a simple bowl, but even so, you’re probably going to have to start over a few times. Your first time at the wheel is all about getting a feel for it, and our goal today is to have fun. Okay?”
“Yes.” Michelle sat on the stool, staring at the wheel head that Audrey must have washed since they were in here earlier. It was perfectly clean again, a blank slate.
“First, you want to get it wet.” Audrey gestured to the wheel head, and Michelle really needed her to stop using that word. Once she’d moistened the wheel, it was time for the next step.
“Now you need to stick your clay to the wheel. You’re going to slap it on there nice and hard. Don’t be shy with it.” Audrey handed Michelle a ball of clay that had already been prepped the way Audrey explained to her earlier that afternoon. She’d forgotten what the process was called.
Michelle took the clay, momentarily marveling over its texture beneath her fingers. So smooth. It made her want to run her hands over it, however silly that would be. She balanced it between her hands and pressed it onto the wheel head, but she could tell immediately that she hadn’t done it firmly enough.
“Harder, Michelle.”
Maybe it was the wine, but those words from Audrey’s lips had a surprisingly arousing effect. To distract herself, she lifted the clay and smacked it against the wheel. This time, it stuck.
“Perfect,” Audrey told her. “See the foot pedal there? You’ll use that to start the wheel moving. We need to center the clay first, but it’s a great chance for you to get a feel for how it all works. Just hold the clay between your hands and feel it spin. If it starts to feel too dry, you’ll wet your hand in that bowl of water, and likewise, if it gets too wet, you’ll use the sponge to soak up any excess water.”
Michelle pressed her foot experimentally against the pedal, and the wheel began to spin.
“Just like that,” Audrey said. “Nice and fast to start, and you want to wet your fingers first.”
It was official. Everything sounded sexual to Michelle today. She dipped her fingers into the bowl of water beside her, which had also been changed since Audrey made her teacup earlier. It felt cool and refreshing against her fingertips.
Michelle sucked in a deep breath, and then she touched her fingers to the mound of clay. It slipped beneath her fingers, silky smooth, not at all what she’d expected. “Oh.”
“It feels nice, right?” Audrey asked.
“Mm-hmm.” Michelle watched her fingers as she slid them experimentally over the clay. It moved beneath her hands, becoming smoother and more round as she molded it. “I see why you like this so much.”
“Right?” Audrey sounded thrilled. “It’s a great stress reliever. Sometimes I put some clay on there and just mess around with it, not even trying to make something. It’s like self-care.”
Michelle pressed her index finger more firmly against the clay, watching in fascination as a groove formed beneath her touch. She dragged her finger slowly down, and a spiral shape appeared on the surface of the clay. “Amazing.”
“It really is. Feel free to play around with it for as long as you like. I always encourage my students to do this, especially if it’s their first time at the wheel. It lets you get familiar with how the clay responds to your touch. Plus, it’s fun.”
It was. Michelle couldn’t deny it as she traced a finger up and down the clay, watching grooves appear, then removing them with her palm. She’d never been one to dawdle, though. “What’s the next step, if I want to turn this into a bowl?”
“You need to center the clay on the wheel first. See how yours looks a little lopsided as it spins? Like it’s doing a drunken dance.”
“Yes.” The lopsidedness had been bothering her, actually.
“Right. You’re going to put your palms on opposite sides of the clay and press inward, and slowly you’re going to draw the clay in and up, okay? Like what you saw me do earlier.”
Michelle did as she was told, again enjoying the feel of the clay between her palms as she pressed against it. Soon, it had formed into a thin, cone-shaped object on the wheel. Then, with Audrey guiding her, she pushed it back down, creating a spherical mound. She repeated this process several times until the clay no longer wobbled.
“Awesome. That looks nicely centered to me,” Audrey said over her shoulder. “But if you see anything that’s off, you can just cone it up and back down again.”
“It looks centered to me.” Michelle stared at her perfectly round clay patty, feeling absurdly proud of it.
“Great. Now you’re going to open the clay. You’re going to wet these two fingers”—she held up her index and middle fingers, making Michelle flush—“and press them into the center of the clay, nice and gentle. You’ll brace with your other hand for stability. Like this.” Again she demonstrated with her hands, and again Michelle struggled to see or hear anything but sexual innuendo. She should have declined wine and gone straight home because this . . . she should feel ashamed. Her headspace was so inappropriate, but all she felt was excitement. Her heart was speeding, and her stomach tingled pleasantly.
So Michelle wet her fingers and pressed them against the top of the clay. It had looked so sexual when Audrey demonstrated earlier, but beneath Michelle’s fingertips, this didn’t feel anything like touching a woman. The clay was cold, for one thing, which actually felt quite nice against her overheated skin. Beneath her fingers, a hole began to form at the center of the clay.
And just as quickly, Michelle’s fingers went right through the side, ruining it. “Dammit,” she murmured.
“No worries. It happens to everyone. Just start again with a fresh wedge of clay. I’ll get the air pockets out of this one and reuse it later.” Audrey removed Michelle’s ruined clay from the wheel head and slapped a fresh piece down. “Now try again. Every time you bring it to the center, you’ll get more familiar with the process.”
Michelle did as Audrey said, centering the clay until she’d created another smooth cake-shaped mound on the wheel. Then she pressed her fingers against the top, beginning to hollow it out.
“Nice and gentle,” Audrey said quietly.
Michelle’s fingers sank deeper into the clay. It felt so satisfying. The clay slipped past her fingertips, silky soft as ever. Michelle leaned closer, and in the process, her foot pressed too hard against the pedal. The wheel whirled so fast she lost control and punched her fingers through the side of the clay again.
Audrey laughed. “Don’t worry about it.”
But Michelle was worried. She withdrew her hands from the clay. Kelly had often criticized the way she used her hands during sex, complaining that Michelle wasn’t able to satisfy her. Maybe she wasn’t good with her hands here either. “I should leave this to you before I mess up any more of your clay.”
“No. Hey.” One of Audrey’s hands landed on Michelle’s shoulder, and she could feel the warmth of Audrey’s body behind her now. “Don’t end your first session on a sour note. You can just recenter it and play for a bit if you want, but don’t end here.”
Michelle exhaled. “Fine.”
Audrey gave her another fresh wedge of clay, and Michelle repeated the process to center it. This time, when she began to open it, she kept her touch featherlight. A hollow formed beneath her fingers, but within seconds, she saw it starting to become lopsided. Michelle registered warmth against her back a moment before Audrey’s arms came around her. Her hands covered Michelle’s as she began to guide her.
Michelle inhaled, leaning back involuntarily so that Audrey’s breasts pressed against her shoulder blades. Audrey’s hands cradled Michelle’s, adjusting the angle of her fingers, and she watched in wonder as the clay lifted higher and began to push outward, forming the rough shape of a bowl.
Audrey’s fingers were so warm. It was a heady contrast to the cool slide of the clay. She watched mesmerized as the bowl solidified. Audrey removed one hand to dip her fingertips in the water before returning them to rest against Michelle’s.
Audrey’s wet fingertips glistened where they touched Michelle’s, and Michelle’s breathing picked up speed along with the wheel, indicating that her foot had pressed down involuntarily again.
“Easy does it,” Audrey said, her voice low and soft, right against Michelle’s ear.
Her whole body shuddered, and her skin flushed warm. Her knees were parted to accommodate the wheel, and suddenly that felt sexual too. Michelle felt a hundred times more drunk now than she had a few minutes ago, completely intoxicated by Audrey’s closeness.
“Like this,” Audrey murmured, her fingers skimming over Michelle’s, making her ache.
She watched in a daze as the clay molded beneath their combined touch. It looked like a bowl, but Michelle hardly noticed, because Audrey’s fingers, slick with wet clay, were stroking hers, and there was no platonic explanation for her actions.
Was there?
Michelle could hardly breathe. Every sensation in her body had been distilled to her hands, nerve endings misfiring all over the place as Audrey caressed her fingers. For several long moments, neither of them spoke. Neither of them moved, except for the way Audrey’s fingers stroked hers. Michelle felt like she might pass out. She sucked in a rough breath, hearing it hitch in her throat in an embarrassingly needy way.
In response, Audrey dropped her head, her breath warm against Michelle’s neck.
“Audrey,” she gasped, and it came out low and pleading.
Audrey’s fingers moved, sliding up Michelle’s wrists to her forearms. She watched, mesmerized, as Audrey’s clay-covered fingers swirled over Michelle’s skin. Hearts. She was drawing hearts on Michelle’s skin, hearts painted in clay.
Michelle’s lungs had lost their rhythm. Her breaths came out loud and raspy. Audrey’s fingers continued to doodle hearts on her arms, and every touch intensified the ache in Michelle’s core. She could hardly think through the haze of lust that had overtaken her senses. Was this really happening?
She lifted her hands from the bowl and pushed backward, colliding with Audrey. In the next breath, they were on their feet, Michelle’s slippery hands gliding up Audrey’s arms as their lips crashed together. Oh. God. Oh god. She gasped, eyes slamming shut as Audrey’s lips moved against hers. She was saying something, but Michelle couldn’t hear over the frantic whoosh of her pulse in her ears.
Audrey’s hands were on Michelle’s face, in her hair, sliding down her back to grip her ass as she hauled Michelle up against her. Their hips bumped, and Michelle arched into the contact. She was on fire in a way she hadn’t been in years, too many years . . .
She’d almost forgotten how it felt to want someone so desperately. Now her body was nothing but want. Desire was a primal force inside her as she clung to Audrey, kissing her like her life depended on it. Audrey nipped at her bottom lip, and Michelle’s knees nearly buckled.
She’d completely lost control, and for once in her life, she didn’t care.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Someone moaned, and it wasn’t Audrey. The sound of Michelle’s need drew an answering sound from Audrey’s throat, though. Her body was flooded with pleasure, her mind reeling from the knowledge that Michelle was a better kisser than she’d imagined, and she’d fantasized about this moment a lot over the years.
This kiss was the culmination of half a lifetime of fantasies for Audrey, and right now, it was blowing every single one of them out of the water. Michelle’s kiss was uninhibited, a little bit wild, even. Her hands tugged at Audrey’s hair while her hips pressed into Audrey’s, and her tongue . . . Audrey shivered with pleasure as the tip of that talented tongue toyed with her own. Michelle’s breath came in rough gasps, and she let out an impossibly high-pitched whimper when Audrey’s hand brushed against the waistband of her jeans.
Audrey loved the sounds she made almost as much as she loved the feel of Michelle’s body pressed against hers. Audrey closed her eyes and drank her in. Her own ragged breaths filled her lungs with Michelle’s scent. Her hands were on Michelle’s lower back below the T-shirt, resting against warm, bare skin, and god, it felt so good.
Without warning, Michelle broke the kiss. She lifted her head, staring at Audrey out of wild eyes that blazed with heat, pupils so dilated her irises looked black. Michelle’s cheeks were smeared with clay, her lips red and kiss-swollen, and Audrey would never forget the way she looked in this moment.
They were both panting like they’d just run a marathon.
“We shouldn’t have done that,” Michelle said quietly, as if she’d just returned to her senses, and it was probably good that one of them had, because Audrey had reasons not to do this, too—important ones—although she was having trouble remembering them at this exact moment.
“Probably not, but I don’t regret it.” Audrey reached out to touch a clay smear on Michelle’s cheek. It was in her hair, too, and all over her shirt. Audrey probably looked the same.
Michelle sucked in several deep breaths, and Audrey could practically hear her thinking, as that sexy brain of hers attempted to make sense of things. Audrey’s brain was starting to come back online, too, whirling with a combination of I actually kissed Michelle Thompson, and That was the hottest kiss of my life, and We really shouldn’t do it again.
“You’re my student,” Michelle said finally, dropping her gaze to her clay-covered arms, where the hearts Audrey had drawn there had dried on her skin. They were white and flaky now, and what the hell was Michelle even saying? Had that kiss sent her back in time?
“I am not,” Audrey exclaimed.
“You were my student,” Michelle clarified. “I mean, I wasn’t thinking about that while we were kissing, but I’m thinking about it now, and oh lord, I’m so much older than you. This is . . . what was I thinking?”
She was rambling, and it was both adorable and annoying because Audrey didn’t like the path Michelle’s thoughts had taken, not one bit.
“I have reasons for not wanting to get involved with you, but they have nothing to do with your age or the fact that I was your student a long time ago.”
Michelle pushed a hand into her hair, frowning as her fingers snagged on a clump of clay. “I should probably go.”
“No.” Audrey was making this up as she went. She had no idea what to do or say, but she knew nothing good could come from Michelle running out like this. “No, you should stay long enough to talk about this. Actually, I’m starving. Why don’t I make us some dinner, and we’ll figure things out while we eat?”
“I just . . . what is there to talk about?” Michelle had clearly cooled off now. In fact, she looked like she was having major regrets, but if she left now, things would be awkward. She and Audrey had already done awkward, and Audrey had no desire to go back.
“We kissed.” Audrey stated the obvious. “We are coworkers who kissed, so whether or not we plan to ever kiss again, we need to talk about it and get on the same page.”
“Oh lord.” Michelle rubbed her hands over her face, and bits of dried clay flaked off, drifting toward the floor. “I don’t know what to say.”
“Then let’s take a few minutes to regroup first. Why don’t you go rinse off in my shower and change out of those clay-covered clothes? I’ll start us some dinner. Do you like grilled salmon? I was going to pair it with a salad.”
“Did you buy enough for two?” Michelle gave her a slightly suspicious look, as if she suspected Audrey had planned to invite her to stay for dinner.
Really, truly, she hadn’t. Nothing that happened after Michelle sat at the pottery wheel had been planned. “It’s frozen. The salmon. I bought a bunch at the beginning of the month, so it’s just as easy to thaw two filets as one, and as for the salad, that’s easy to double. So, what do you say? Stay for dinner?”
Michelle looked away, and Audrey knew she was desperately trying to think of a reason—any reason—to leave. But staying would be better in the long run. Audrey was sure of it. Talking about something before it had a chance to fester was always better.
“All right,” Michelle finally relented.
“Good.” Audrey led the way out of the studio. Ordinarily, she never left without cleaning everything up, but right now, smoothing things over with Michelle was her top priority. Audrey ducked into her bedroom for a clean T-shirt and then gestured to Michelle that the room was all hers. “Go freshen up and then meet me downstairs, okay? Help yourself to any toiletries in the bathroom or anything else you need.”
Before Michelle could change her mind, Audrey went downstairs. She ducked into the guest bathroom to change her shirt, then spent a few minutes washing clay from her arms and face. She had some in her hair, too, and she combed out as much of it as she could with her fingers.
Then she stood there, staring at herself in the mirror as she replayed in her mind the events of the last fifteen minutes or so because . . . holy mother of . . .
She kissed Michelle.
Michelle kissed her back.
For a minute there, Michelle had looked absolutely desperate to do more than kiss, and that was something Audrey would never forget. As long as she lived, she might never comprehend why she’d started finger painting hearts on Michelle’s arms like that. It was like she’d fallen into a hormonal trance once they sat at the wheel together.
At first, she’d been sure it was just her, but then, Michelle had leaned into her. She’d been so visibly aroused by Audrey’s hands on hers that Audrey had completely lost control, and she’d painted hearts on Michelle’s skin.
The rest was history.
Now she’d kissed the woman who’d been her first female crush, her bisexual awakening, her professor. Who knew Michelle Thompson could kiss like that? Audrey’s cheeks flamed just thinking about it. Even if they never kissed again, she would never forget a single thrilling moment.
It was painted in her mind like a museum exhibit, one she planned to revisit—in her fantasies, at least—often.

Michelle stood in Audrey’s shower, idly tracing the hearts Audrey had drawn on her skin before she washed them away. There was something so romantic, so intimate about what Audrey had done. It made Michelle swoon harder than she could remember swooning in recent history.
She and Kelly had been together so long. Yes, they’d been young and head over heels in love once, but that felt like a lifetime ago, nothing but a distant memory. Mostly, she remembered the fights. The snide comments. The way Kelly was never satisfied with anything Michelle said or did. The many nights Michelle slept on the sofa.
She closed her eyes and submerged her face beneath the shower’s spray. Now wasn’t the time to think about Kelly. Or Audrey, for that matter. Not while she was naked, her body still aching from their kisses. She needed to rinse off and get downstairs so she could talk this through with Audrey.
Michelle scrubbed the remaining clay from her skin and rinsed it from her hair—Audrey’s hands had apparently spent a lot of time there, because her hair was full of clay—ignoring the urge to slide a hand between her thighs and finish what Audrey had started. There was no time for that now, and Audrey’s shower certainly wasn’t the place.
Not when that kiss—however mind-blowingly fantastic—had likely just ruined their friendship. Michelle could hardly bear the thought of losing Audrey’s presence in her life, her cheerful smiles and handmade teacups and scintillating conversations over afternoon tea in Michelle’s office.
She’d known better than to see Audrey outside work. Everything about today had been a terrible idea, even if it had been so refreshingly fun and exciting, right up to the moment she’d ruined everything. Michelle wanted to curl up in a ball and cry.
She stepped out of the shower, surveying herself critically in the mirror. Her makeup was gone now, her hair limp and dripping. She looked terrible, not that it mattered at this point. She toweled herself off and redressed in the clothes she’d arrived in. She borrowed Audrey’s brush and ran it through her hair, and then she quit stalling and went downstairs.
Audrey was in the kitchen, preparing salads. She looked up with a smile, seemingly as at ease as ever. “Better?”
Michelle wasn’t sure exactly what Audrey was asking, but yes, everything did feel a little better after her shower, so she nodded. “Anything I can help with?”
“Nope. I’m almost done with the salads. The salmon is thawing, and then I just need to toss it on the grill for a few minutes. It’s an easy weekend meal. I’m trying to use my grill as much as I can before it gets too cold.”
“Good idea.” Michelle almost never used her grill, but maybe she should. Grilled salmon and a salad sounded like a meal she’d enjoy making for herself.
“I figured we probably already had enough wine. Sparkling water to go with dinner?”
“Yes,” Michelle agreed.
Audrey poured two cans into glasses and handed one to Michelle. “It’s a little chilly out tonight, so we’ll eat inside.”
“All right.”
Audrey glanced at her. “We haven’t talked about music much yet, but have you heard Eden Sands’s new album?”
Michelle cleared her throat, thrown by the subject change. “No.”
“It’s fantastic, her best yet by far. You should give it a listen.”
Audrey kept making idle conversation as she prepared their dinner, and Michelle mostly listened, occasionally chiming in. Audrey was obviously trying to get them back onto solid ground, and to her credit, it seemed to be working. Michelle had been about to go straight home and catastrophize, but here was Audrey, gently guiding them back into smoother waters.
Michelle had been so sure she’d ruined everything. She always ruined things. Was it actually possible that she and Audrey could still be friends?
Why was everything so much easier with Audrey than it was with everyone else in Michelle’s life? With Audrey, she felt . . . seen. Appreciated. Comfortable in a way she rarely felt. It made her yearn for a relationship that could never happen. The idea of being with someone who got her so effortlessly . . . it was breathtaking.
And impossible.
Once they were seated at Audrey’s kitchen table with plates of delicious-looking food, she finally started the conversation Michelle had been dreading. “Okay. Time to talk about that kiss, and I meant what I said upstairs . . . no regrets, at least not on my part.”
“I have some regrets,” Michelle admitted, but when she saw the disappointment on Audrey’s face, she felt the need to clarify. “Not because I didn’t enjoy it. Obviously, I did. I just . . . I value your friendship too much to risk it over a kiss. And I know it’s irrelevant now, but I can’t stop thinking about how you were my student.”
Audrey looked mildly offended. “I can’t believe that’s your objection to kissing me. I’m worried about our current positions, and you’re stuck in the past.”
Michelle took a drink of her water. “Let me explain, then. When I was a new professor starting out—when I was your age, Audrey—I was propositioned by several older men in the department, men who made me feel intensely uncomfortable, sometimes even unsafe, so yes, I worry that perhaps, by kissing you, I’m no better than they are.”
“Okay, first of all, I’m so sorry that happened to you.” Audrey sounded outraged. “That’s sexual harassment, and I wish they’d been punished for it, but I’m sure they weren’t.”
“I never even reported most of it,” Michelle murmured, looking down at her plate. “I was young and untenured and didn’t want to make a fuss.”
“Which is horrible and sad and totally understandable. But, Michelle, you must know you’re nothing like those men. Everything that happened here tonight was perfectly consensual. I mean, first of all, I started it.”
Michelle’s cheeks flushed as she remembered the way Audrey had finger painted on her hands and arms. “Yes, you did. I’m just telling you how I feel.”
“And I appreciate that,” Audrey said.
“You said you were worried about our current positions, but there are HR forms we could fill out to negate any problems. Other professors have dated within the department, and it was never an issue.” Michelle fiddled with her plate. She’d intended to let Audrey lead, and now—if the apologetic look on Audrey’s face was any indication—Michelle had overplayed her hand and come off sounding overeager and ridiculous. Of course, Audrey didn’t want to date her. The kiss had been unplanned and ill advised, and Michelle should have kept her damn mouth shut.
“It’s a bit more complicated than that for me, unfortunately,” Audrey said, sounding more apologetic than ever. “My position at NU is temporary. I’m not even tenure track yet. All Stuart needs is the smallest reason to be rid of me, and I’m gone at the end of this academic year.”
“He’d be a fool to let you go with how much everyone’s loving your classes, but . . . he is a fool sometimes, so you make a valid point.”
Audrey sighed. “I like you a lot. If I had more job security, I’d be begging for the chance to kiss you again.”
Michelle’s breath hitched, and she nearly choked on her bite of salmon. “You would?”
“God, yes. But right now, I have to focus on my career.”
Michelle had no reason to feel devastated about that, but she did. Her emotions felt raw and messy and dangerously close to the surface. “It’s for the best,” she heard herself saying. “I’m not looking for a relationship, either, after my divorce. I’ve made peace with the single life.”
Audrey’s eyes widened. “Forever?”
“Well, yes. I can’t see myself going through the nightmare of dating again. And these days, you need an app? No, thank you. Marriage wasn’t all that great the first time. I’m much happier living alone.” She ignored the tug of longing for what it might have been like to date Audrey, because it could never happen. But maybe—if Audrey was successful at resetting their friendship—she could keep the memory of that kiss as a happy one.
That was so much more than Michelle thought she had a few minutes ago.
“That’s so sad.” Audrey reached across the table and touched Michelle’s hand. “Just because your first marriage wasn’t great doesn’t mean you wouldn’t have better luck the second time.”
“Doesn’t it? In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not the easiest person to get along with. I don’t have many friends. There aren’t many people I even enjoy spending time with.” Except you, she wanted to add. She always enjoyed being with Audrey, which made it all the more heartbreaking that she couldn’t date her, but at least she appreciated now why Audrey wanted to have this conversation. Preserving their friendship was essential.
“I think you could find more friends, if you wanted to,” Audrey said.
There might be some truth in that . . . because Michelle wasn’t sure she did want to. Most of the time she liked being alone. Except when she was with Audrey.
“For now, I’d very much like to have you as a friend.” Michelle felt oddly vulnerable saying it out loud, but she forced herself to meet Audrey’s eyes.
Audrey stood and walked around the table, then pulled Michelle into an impromptu hug. “Same. Your friendship has really meant a lot to me this year.”
Michelle gave her a quick squeeze and then extracted herself from Audrey’s arms because any contact between them tonight felt dangerous. Her body was a lit fuse, and the slightest touch from Audrey might ignite all the passion she was trying so hard to suppress.
As they retook their seats, Audrey looked as composed as ever. Maybe that kiss had been a spur-of-the-moment thing for her, and now it was over. Michelle, by contrast, felt rocked to her core now that she remembered what real passion felt like, the excitement, the electricity . . .
The prospect of living the rest of her life alone had felt so much easier when she’d forgotten how that felt.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Audrey walked into Holman Hall on Monday morning like a woman on a mission. She did have a mission today, a very specific one. She needed to make sure she and Michelle were okay. Things had seemed okay when Michelle left her house on Saturday night, but Audrey had spent the rest of the weekend worrying that they weren’t.
So when she arrived at her office and found the door across from hers closed, she could only hope it meant Michelle wasn’t here yet, not that she’d gone back to avoiding Audrey. Because Audrey had done a lot of thinking over the weekend, and as she replayed their dinner conversation in her head, she realized something she’d missed in the moment.
Michelle had brought up HR forms. At the time, Audrey had been so overwhelmed and determined to stick to her career plan, she’d glossed right over Michelle’s words. Now, she realized Michelle had been offering her a relationship. Michelle had been willing to go to HR and fill out a form saying she wanted to date her.
And Audrey had turned her down.
It must have felt like a slap in the face, and Audrey felt terrible about it. She would have to live with that decision for the rest of her life, but while the revelation that Michelle wanted to date her might be monumental, it didn’t change the fact that it would be extraordinarily stupid for Audrey to get involved with a coworker right now, while her job was so precarious.
“Looking for me?”
Audrey startled at the sound of Michelle’s voice, realizing she’d been standing in the hall staring at Michelle’s closed door for what was probably an embarrassingly long time. “Uh, yeah. I was.” She pasted a bright smile on her face. “Good morning.”
“Morning.” Michelle’s hair was pulled back in its usual twist, and she wore hunter green pants and a matching blazer over a black-and-white pin-striped shirt. She looked absurdly hot, and it was absurdly unfair that Audrey had passed on the chance to find out what she looked like under those clothes.
Her pulse skyrocketed just looking at Michelle. “God, you look good,” she blurted. “I mean, that’s a really good color on you.”
Michelle gave her a funny look. “Thank you.”
“I wanted to run a few ideas past you for the next Sustainability Committee meeting if you think you’d have a minute later?”
“I’m finished with office hours at four. Maybe you’d like to have tea in my office?” Michelle’s expression was too cautious, too careful. They were both toeing a delicate line this morning, trying to get themselves back onto solid ground.
“I’d love that,” Audrey said, and it was true. Afternoon tea in Michelle’s office was one of her favorite campus traditions, and she was so glad she would get to do it again.
“All right. I’ll see you then.” Michelle unlocked her office and stepped inside.
Taking her cue, Audrey did the same. She walked to the chair behind her desk and sat heavily. This was going to be hard, but they’d get through it. There was no other option because she wasn’t willing to lose Michelle’s friendship. She just wasn’t.
And as she headed off to teach ceramics a few minutes later, she was reminded that she wasn’t willing to risk her job, either, which was exactly what would happen if she and Michelle got involved right now. Audrey was teaching her dream classes here at Northshire, and she wanted to stay. She wanted to build a career here.
When she had tea with Michelle that afternoon, they talked about sustainability ideas and female artists and absolutely did not acknowledge Michelle’s visit to Audrey’s house over the weekend or anything that had happened at the pottery wheel. Apparently, they’d both decided that mentioning it risked venturing into dangerous territory. So they played it safe, and by the time Audrey made it home that night, she felt like they’d crossed a major hurdle together.
They were still friends, and nothing was going to get in the way of that.

Over the next few weeks, afternoon tea in Michelle’s office continued to be a regular occurrence. Several times a week, Audrey sat and sipped whatever special blend Michelle had brought in to share with her, trying not to notice how goddamn gorgeous she was or how badly Audrey wanted to kiss her again as they chatted about anything and everything.
While they’d initially bonded over a shared passion for women in art, now they talked about music and politics and hobbies. Audrey loved it all.
“Thanksgiving’s next week,” Michelle commented one chilly November afternoon. “Will you be spending it with your family?”
“Yeah.” Audrey smiled as she pictured it. “The house will be packed. My aunts and uncles and cousins come over, and we cook all morning and watch football after the meal. It’s nice. I can’t wait to see them. What about you?”
Michelle watched with amusement dancing in her eyes. “Me?”
“Yeah, will you visit . . . wait.” Audrey slapped her forehead.
Michelle laughed. It was a quiet but delightful sound. “No, Audrey. I will not be joining in while you ungrateful colonists celebrate how thankful you are for breaking free of us. Believe it or not, Thanksgiving is not a thing in the UK.”
“I know that, obviously. I wasn’t thinking.” She made a silly face at Michelle, who laughed again. Her whole face lit up, and it was such a beautiful sight. Audrey wanted to see it more often.
“Besides, the entire holiday idealizes colonization,” Michelle said. “No, thank you.”
Audrey made another face. “Well, thanks for ruining Thanksgiving for me forever.”
“I’m only teasing,” Michelle said, her eyes going soft. “I’m glad you’ll get a nice weekend with your family.”
“So you don’t do anything for Thanksgiving? I mean, I hate for you to miss all the turkey and pie.” She had the most irrational urge to invite Michelle to her parents’ for Thanksgiving, even though it was a terrible idea for so many reasons, the most obvious being that Michelle probably didn’t even want to go.
Audrey was picturing it, though. Michelle in jeans and flannel, helping Audrey’s mom in the kitchen and snuggling with Audrey on the couch. She could see them as a couple so easily, which made it all the more difficult to remember why they weren’t dating. But Audrey had to prioritize herself and her career, dammit. She’d done it for thirty years, and she couldn’t let herself get distracted now, no matter how smitten she was with Michelle.
“I’m thrilled to have no plans at all,” Michelle said, confirming her suspicions. “I’ve attended my share of Thanksgiving dinners, though. Kelly is American, and we always stayed with her parents for the weekend. It was awkward and stifling, and I don’t even like turkey very much. It’s too dry.” She wrinkled her nose.
Audrey rolled her eyes playfully. “For the record, you don’t know what you’re missing, because my mom’s turkey is not dry, and the whole weekend is super laid back and fun.”
“I’m glad you enjoy it. I for one am going to have a marvelous time with a bottle of my favorite whisky and the biography of Lee Krasner, which I’ve been dying to read.”
“Ooh, let me know how it is.”
“I will. She was a fascinating woman, so if the author’s any good, it should be a gripping read.”
Audrey gave her a coy look. “I bet it won’t be as good as the one you’re writing.”
Michelle’s cheeks turned an absolutely adorable shade of pink. “We’ll see about that.”

Michelle wasn’t sure how she’d reached this point, where she spent each day counting down the minutes until she saw Audrey. Their time together had become the highlight of her week, especially when Audrey came to her office for afternoon tea. Michelle would sip her herbal blend and enjoy some of the most intellectually stimulating conversations she’d ever had while trying desperately not to think about the way it had felt when Audrey kissed her and how badly Michelle wanted to kiss her again.
It was torture. A really exhilarating form of torture, but torture nonetheless.
Before Audrey, Michelle had been content to go through the rest of her life alone. She’d forgotten how it felt to crave someone the way she craved Audrey. Now that she remembered? Oh, how she yearned to feel that kind of passion again . . .
Her body hummed when they were in the same room, like her batteries had been draining all day, and Audrey was her charger. It was overwhelming to realize how much Michelle needed to be near her, how much she looked forward to seeing Audrey again every time they were apart, how much Michelle fantasized about her when she was alone in her bed.
On this gray November morning, the last day of classes before Thanksgiving break, Michelle had brought in a new box of tea, a chamomile blend with rose petals that she was excited to try. Today would be her last afternoon tea with Audrey until after the break, and she planned to savor every moment.
As she walked down the hall to her office, her stomach pinged to see that the door to Audrey’s office was open. Michelle stopped in her doorway, rapping her knuckles against it to catch Audrey’s attention.
Audrey looked up with a warm smile. Today she had on a dark-purple sheath dress that had become one of Michelle’s favorites. It clung to Audrey’s curves in a tasteful manner that was appropriate for work yet still set Michelle’s pulse racing every time she saw her in it.
She held up the box of tea. “New blend. Chamomile with rose petals. The usual time?”
Audrey’s expression turned apologetic, and Michelle’s heart sank. “Actually, I’m leaving right after class today, driving straight to my parents’ house.”
“Oh. I didn’t realize.” Michelle hoped she didn’t look as disappointed as she felt, but the realization that she wouldn’t share tea and conversation with Audrey again for nearly a week was devastating. What was she even going to do with herself in the meantime?
“Yeah. My mom and I are going shopping together tomorrow morning. It’s kind of a tradition. Once all the shopping’s done, we come home and make a big pitcher of margaritas and watch cheesy movies for the rest of the day.”
“That sounds . . .” Not nice, exactly, because Michelle couldn’t say she enjoyed any of those things, but she could tolerate almost anything if she was with Audrey.
“Horribly American?” Audrey suggested with a cheeky grin.
“It does, but spending time with your mum sounds nice.” Michelle didn’t have that kind of relationship with her own mother. The idea of drinking margaritas and watching silly movies together was too foreign to even form a mental image. But the way Audrey talked about her mother made Michelle a bit wistful. It must be nice, having parents she enjoyed spending time with, parents who loved and supported her unconditionally.
“It’s the best.” Audrey’s expression turned fond. “I haven’t seen my parents since August, so I can’t wait. You’re really going to stay in and read the rest of the week?”
“And do some writing, I’m sure. Probably a little hiking, if the weather’s nice.”
Audrey’s lips quirked. “I don’t picture you as an outdoorsy person.”
“No? I actually do a lot of hiking on my property. I also have a road bike that I ride most mornings, except when there’s snow on the ground. It’s great exercise.”
“Fascinating. I learn something new about you every day.”
“I wouldn’t consider anything about me fascinating.” Michelle tucked the box of tea into her briefcase, aware that she needed to start preparing for her first class but hesitant to end this conversation with Audrey.
“On the contrary.” Audrey stood, smoothing a hand over the front of her dress and inadvertently drawing Michelle’s attention to the way it hugged her body. “I find everything about you fascinating, from your knowledge about obscure female artists to your extensive tea collection.”
Michelle had no idea how to respond to that. She fiddled with the strap to her briefcase.
“You’re terrible at taking compliments, aren’t you?”
Michelle exhaled. “Yes, but I do appreciate them, so thank you. On that note, though, I need to prepare for my first class. I hope you have a wonderful holiday. I’ll see you next week.”
“See you,” Audrey said. “And I’ll probably text you in the meantime, but I hope you enjoy your long weekend alone.”
She would, but she would have enjoyed Audrey’s company more.

“This movie is amazing.” Audrey sipped her margarita as she watched three female assassins plot the demise of the man who’d betrayed them. She hadn’t been sure she would enjoy it—morally gray heroines weren’t always her thing—but the acting was excellent, and there was a powerful feminist undercurrent.
Plus, the lead actress was incredibly hot. Audrey had always been a fan of Natalie Keane, but today, Natalie kept reminding her of Michelle, with her dark hair and impeccable poise. It also didn’t hurt that Natalie was an out lesbian actress, something Audrey had long admired.
“Much better than I expected,” her mom agreed. She was dressed in yellow today, a color that complemented her mahogany skin. Most colors suited Cynthia Lind, but yellow had always been Audrey’s favorite color on her.
Currently, they were seated on the floor in the living room amid a nest of pillows and blankets, as was their usual pre-Thanksgiving tradition. They’d pick it all up tonight before they went to bed so the house would be ready for guests tomorrow.
“Oh damn, look at her go!” On screen, Natalie’s character executed some impressive martial arts moves to take down a bad guy. Audrey fanned herself dramatically, aware she’d crossed the line from tipsy to drunk. She would stop drinking after the movie and load up on water and electrolytes before bed so she wouldn’t be hungover for the holiday. Benefits of drinking with her mom, who also happened to be a nurse. It was all very responsible.
Her mom snort-laughed, then gave a few air punches in a comical interpretation of what the characters on screen were doing. They’d been drinking and laughing together for hours at this point, and Audrey was having the best time. Her dad and Erik were downstairs in the basement—a.k.a. the man cave—drinking beer and watching football.
When the movie ended, she flopped backward into her nest of pillows. “Michelle would have hated that movie.”
“She doesn’t know what she’s missing, then.”
“Nope.” The word sounded funny as it left her mouth, her lips smacking on the p, and it made her giggle. She was so drunk! “I bet she only watches serious movies, like the ones that win awards.”
“No serious movies allowed at Thanksgiving,” her mom declared.
She and Audrey gathered the pillows and blankets from the floor and put them away, then migrated to the kitchen for snacks. Audrey grabbed a bottle of water and a handful of chips while her mom set out a bowl of pretzels.
“What else have you been up to in Vermont?” Her mom opened a bottle of water and took several big swallows. She and Audrey had chatted on the phone and by email a lot since she’d started her new job, but it didn’t compare to the in-person heart-to-hearts they usually had. “Have you been on any dates? Anyone you’re interested in?”
Audrey shook her head, guzzling more water. “No dates. You know the plan. I don’t have room for anyone else in my life until I’ve found a permanent job.”
“Oh, I know all about your plan, and I respect the hell out of you for being so focused. It just seems like you always have a new benchmark to reach before you’ll let yourself think about settling down. First it was when you finished grad school, then when you received your PhD; now it’s a permanent job. What next? Not until you have tenure?”
Audrey opened her mouth and then snapped it shut because that thought had crossed her mind once or twice.
“What are you really waiting for, Audrey?”
“I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “I’ve just always been more focused on my career than my love life.”
“And like I said, I respect that. If you’re happy, I’m happy. Just don’t walk away from the right person because you think it’s the wrong time. That’s all I’m saying.”
“What makes you think I might have walked away from someone?” Audrey asked, racking her brain to remember just how much she’d talked about Michelle earlier, but the alcohol had muddied her memory.
“Well, my dear, I like to think I know you pretty well, and you’ve talked nonstop about one person since you moved to Vermont. In fact, you’ve been talking about her a lot longer than that. I know she was your favorite teacher when you attended NU, but now that you’re a professor there, too, it feels like she might be more than a friend.”
Audrey felt herself blushing like crazy. “She’s . . . we’ve . . . yeah. I like her. A lot.”
“Is the age difference between you a concern?”
“Not for me,” Audrey said. “She’s in her midforties, which doesn’t seem like a big deal.”
“I agree. Your father’s ten years older than me, and it never felt like a big deal for us either. Do you know if Michelle is interested in you too?”
Audrey’s skin flushed hot. “She is. She . . . she wanted to give it a try, and I turned her down because I was worried about my job.”
“I love that you’re so committed to your career. I do. But don’t be afraid to date her, if that’s what you want. There’s no perfect time to fall in love. Believe me, life doesn’t get any less complicated or busy the older you get. Love was the last thing on my mind when I met your father. I was in the middle of nursing school, half-crazed with sleep deprivation. I didn’t think I was ready, either, and look how that turned out?”
“You and dad are magic together,” Audrey murmured. It had felt like magic when she kissed Michelle too. Michelle had offered to fill out HR forms, which seemed like the most romantic thing ever to Audrey’s drunk brain. Had she made a mistake saying no?
Audrey was still pondering the answer to that question the next morning as she sat in the kitchen, waiting for the timer to go off on the pumpkin pie. She swiped left on her phone to get today’s recommended headlines, and a featured article about Artemisia Gentileschi caught her eye. She clicked on it, and soon was sucked in to a well-written article that contained some facts she’d never seen before. And since she was—as always—thinking about Michelle, on a whim she texted the article to her.
Aren’t you supposed to be prepping food right now? Michelle responded. But thanks for the article. I hadn’t read it.
Audrey felt warm and tingly just seeing Michelle’s name on her screen. I’m waiting for a pie to bake. What have you been up to? Lots of reading?
More writing than I’d expected, actually.
EXCITING, Audrey replied.
It is. I’m having a lot of fun with it.
Audrey was grinning now because it warmed her heart to see Michelle so enthusiastic about her project. I’m going to bribe you for more pages when I get home.
We’ll see about that.
I can be pretty irresistible when I want to. Well, shit. That came out way more flirtatious than she’d meant for it to.
I’m well aware, Michelle responded, and it was impossible to read her tone via text, so Audrey decided to change the subject before she took this conversation off the rails.
I watched a movie about female assassins last night. You would have hated it.
I’m sure I would have.
Natalie Keane is in it, though. It’s great to see a lesbian actress in such a prominent role.
Yes, although I preferred her in A Case for Love.
Somehow, it made Audrey swoon even harder to know that Michelle liked Natalie Keane too. They kept chatting until the pie came out of the oven. From there, Audrey got too busy to keep texting. She spent a wonderful whirlwind of a day with her family. It wasn’t until she was getting ready for bed that night that she checked her phone again.
There was an email waiting from Michelle. She’d sent Audrey a new chapter to read.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Michelle had never sent so many text messages in her life. She and Audrey texted back and forth all weekend, and it was the highlight of Michelle’s break. Well, she was pretty smitten with the new chapter she’d written too. The book was coming along nicely, if she did say so herself.
By Sunday, though, she was tired of her own company. She felt uncharacteristically lonely, and since she couldn’t call Audrey, she called Kate.
“This is a surprise,” her friend said in her ear.
“How so?” Michelle and Kate talked on the phone about once a month, so this was hardly out of the ordinary.
“You called me for once,” Kate said with a laugh. “Have you really never noticed that I’m usually the one who initiates our chats?”
Michelle considered that for a moment, dismayed to discover she couldn’t remember the last time she’d called Kate instead of the other way around. “I hadn’t realized. I’m sorry.”
“No need to apologize. I’ve known you long enough not to take it personally. So what prompted you to pick up the phone today?”
“Oh, well . . . I suppose I just wanted to hear your voice. It’s Thanksgiving weekend here in the States, so I’ve been stuck home alone for a few days.”
“And since when do you mind being stuck home alone?”
“I . . . good question.” Michelle pressed a palm against her forehead. What in the world had gotten into her? She was acting completely unlike herself.
“Just going out on a limb here, but is there a certain someone you’re missing this weekend? Have you met someone new and not told me about it?”
“No. No one,” Michelle answered quickly. Too quickly, perhaps, because Kate inhaled audibly over the line.
“Oh, you naughty thing! You have met someone. Who is she?”
“I’m not seeing anyone,” Michelle insisted, but even she could hear how defensive she sounded.
“But someone’s caught your eye? This is great news! I’ve been hoping and waiting for you to finally move on from Kelly. It’s time.”
“I’m over Kelly. The therapist you insisted I see helped me on that front, but . . . I’m not interested in dating again. I’ve told you this.”
“And yet you didn’t deny that someone’s caught your eye, so I’ll ask again. Who is she?”
Michelle sighed, closing her eyes. She didn’t want to talk about Audrey, or did she? Because suddenly, the words were fairly bursting out of her. “She’s a colleague, a new professor in the department.”
“Ooh, a coworker. I’m intrigued.” Kate sounded delighted. “Tell me more.”
“She’s . . .” Michelle had absolutely no idea what to say. Audrey was everything and yet also just a coworker. “We share a passion for women in art. She comes to my office for tea in the afternoons, and we talk for hours.”
“Oh, Michelle, I love her for you already. Do you know if she feels the same way?”
Michelle stared out the window, the trees bare and brown now that winter approached. “She’s on a provisional contract this year, so it wouldn’t be smart for her to get involved with a coworker right now.”
“Is that your excuse or hers? And what’s this woman’s name, by the way?”
“Audrey, and it’s her excuse, but it’s a sound one.”
“Hold on,” Kate said. “Does that mean you’ve discussed it with her?”
Michelle exhaled. She found it so difficult to talk about herself, but she was surprised to realize how much she wanted Kate’s opinion on the matter. “We kissed a few weeks ago.”
“What?” Kate screeched in her ear. “You kissed her weeks ago, and I’m just hearing about it now? Tell me everything.”
“She invited me over for a lesson on her pottery wheel, and one thing led to another . . .”
“I’m fanning myself over here,” Kate said, “because that sounds like something right out of a movie. Was it as hot as I’m imagining?”
“Yes,” Michelle admitted. Her face flushed just thinking about it. “But afterward, we agreed it couldn’t happen again.”
“Oh honey.” Kate laughed. “Promise to call me immediately the next time you kiss her?”

As Michelle entered Holman Hall on Monday morning, Kate’s words were still ringing in her ears. She didn’t want to hope for another kiss. Audrey had been clear that it couldn’t happen, but Michelle couldn’t seem to rein in her fantasies. And she couldn’t wait to see Audrey again. If anything, the bond between them seemed to have strengthened over the break while they were exchanging all those messages. Michelle loved this new development in their friendship.
“. . . so much turkey!” Audrey’s voice reached her ears.
Michelle felt an all-too-familiar jolt in the pit of her stomach at the sound. She turned to see Audrey and Heather standing near the elevator, and at Audrey’s excited wave, Michelle walked over to join them.
Audrey smiled at her. “Hi.”
“Hi,” she replied as warmth spread through her system. There was nothing like being on the receiving end of one of Audrey’s smiles.
“Audrey!” Mercy called as she walked past them. “Thanks so much for that article you sent over the weekend. I really enjoyed it.”
“Anytime,” Audrey responded.
“You and Mercy were sharing academic articles over Thanksgiving, and I’m texting you turkey GIFs,” Heather said, rolling her eyes.
“But I love your turkey GIFs.” Audrey did some sort of dance, presumably related to the turkey GIFs, and Michelle’s mood darkened.
In her mind, she’d been the only one Audrey was texting with all weekend, but of course, that had been naive of her. Audrey was a lot more social than Michelle. It was fine. She could text whoever she wanted.
It was an important reminder, though, that while Audrey was Michelle’s only friend in the department, the opposite was not true. Audrey had many friends here. She was well liked in a way Michelle never had been, and while Michelle was happy to see her succeed, it wasn’t doing anything to help her own withered self-esteem when it came to her role here.
Audrey and Heather were still talking about turkey GIFs, so Michelle slipped away and walked upstairs to her office. All the anticipation she’d felt as she entered the building a few minutes ago had faded now that reality had slapped her in the face.
She and Audrey were only friends, no matter how much Michelle wished they could be more. Michelle had built up their interactions in her head in a way Audrey clearly hadn’t, and yesterday she’d let Kate encourage her. But it had to stop because she hated the way she felt right now.
Michelle was entirely too old for this kind of behavior. She grumbled with frustration at herself as she sat behind her desk and began preparing for her day.
“You ran away from our conversation about turkey GIFs, huh?”
She looked up to find Audrey in the doorway to her office, and for a moment, Michelle forgot how to breathe. Her brain buzzed with oxygen when she finally inhaled, and good lord, she really needed to get this attraction to Audrey under control.
Unable to think of an appropriate response, she shrugged in answer to Audrey’s question.
“Hard to believe today’s December first, isn’t it?” Audrey leaned against the doorjamb, looking relaxed and at ease, the opposite of Michelle, who was wound so tight she was about to burst out of her own skin. “Before we know it, it’ll be Christmas.”
“Don’t remind me,” Michelle said with a groan. Going home for the holidays on her own was a miserable experience. It was probably the only time she missed Kelly. When she was married, she’d had a buffer during these visits, someone to sit beside her at meals and listen to her vent after a long, stifling day with her family.
Now she was on her own, and on top of it, she’d have to endure more of her mother’s pontificating about Michelle’s failures as a wife and how maybe, since things hadn’t worked out with Kelly, she should consider that she’d find more happiness with a man. Michelle felt herself glowering at the thought.
Audrey gave her an assessing look. “Not a fan of Christmas either? You’re such a scrooge.”
Michelle huffed, defensiveness rising in her chest because right now, she wanted to be the kind of woman Audrey would desire, the kind who loved dressing up in red and green and drinking festive cocktails while sitting in front of the Christmas tree. “I don’t dislike Christmas. I just dislike spending Christmas with my family.”
“Why do you, then?” Audrey dropped into one of the guest chairs in front of Michelle’s desk. “If they’re ruining Christmas for you, then don’t go. You don’t owe them anything, and you deserve to enjoy the holidays.”
“But they’re expecting me. I’ve already bought plane tickets.”
Audrey threw her hands up in the air. “So what? Cancel them. Tell your family something came up and you’re staying here this year. I mean, if that’s what you want. But you’re an adult. If it would make you happier to be somewhere else on Christmas, then you should do that.”
“Says the woman who’s spending Christmas with her parents,” Michelle deflected. It wasn’t as simple as Audrey made it sound. Her family had certain expectations. Appearances were important to them, and Michelle was already on shaky ground with her parents.
“But I like my parents. I enjoy spending Christmas with them. It makes me happy. If that’s not the case for you . . . just think about it. That’s all I’m saying.”
“Mm.” She couldn’t do what Audrey was suggesting, no matter how enticing it sounded. At least she’d get the chance to see Kate while she was in London.
“Anyway.” Audrey leaned forward with her elbows on her knees, grinning at Michelle. “I’m dying to discuss the new chapter you sent me. Spoiler alert: I loved it. Tea this afternoon like usual?”
“Yes.” Michelle tried to ignore the shiver of excitement that ran down her spine at Audrey’s words. “You haven’t tried my rose-petal chamomile blend yet.”
“Can’t wait.” Audrey stood and headed for the door. “Have a great day, Michelle. I’ll see you this afternoon.”
The frustrating thing was, Michelle would have a great day, as long as Audrey was part of it. As Audrey left her office, she was already counting down the minutes until afternoon tea.

On Friday, Michelle rearranged her day so she could observe Audrey’s Women in Art class again. What could she say? She loved both the topic and the professor. She cringed internally as she slid into a seat at the back of the room. No, she didn’t love Audrey. But she loved being around her.
Last time, Michelle had let her sour feelings about losing the class interfere with her appreciation of Audrey’s teaching. But now, Michelle had truly put it behind her. She was glad to be here, ready to enjoy Women in Art.
Audrey stood at the front of the room, watching as her students settled in their seats, and Michelle saw the exact moment she spotted her. Audrey froze for a second, and then her whole face seemed to light up. She flashed Michelle a quick, appreciative smile before continuing her sweep of the room. Silently taking attendance, if Michelle had to guess.
“Good afternoon,” Audrey said a few minutes later, calling the class to order. “I’ve got an interesting topic for us today, one you might not have thought of when you signed up for this class. When we discuss female artists, we’re often looking in areas that compare women to men. We’ve examined the emotional nuance Lady Butler brought to her paintings of battle scenes and the way Alice Neel portrayed women from all walks of life in ways that hadn’t always been seen from male artists. But today, we’re going to look at an art form that has been used predominantly by women and, as such, has often been overlooked. Art historians often consider it ‘lesser’ or even a hobby instead of art. Curious what I’m talking about?” She paused, and the room collectively held its breath, or that was how it felt to Michelle. “It’s quilt making.”
A murmur ran through the class. Michelle sat up straighter in her seat. Quilt making. She had only basic knowledge of the subject. Perhaps her own internal bias had caused her to view it as a lesser art form, too, and she had a feeling Audrey was about to open her eyes.
Audrey touched her laptop, and a photo of a quilt appeared on the screen. Its colors were somewhat muted, but each square held a detailed scene. Michelle could tell the quilt contained infinitely more meaning than she was able to discern at a glance. She’d love the opportunity to study it at length. In fact, once she learned the title and artist, she planned to do just that.
“This quilt was created by Harriet Powers,” Audrey said. “As we’ve seen already in this class, artists of all genders and ethnicities have used art to tell their stories. Harriet Powers was born into slavery in Georgia in 1837. We don’t know much about her early life, but she’s one of the most renowned quilt makers of the nineteenth century, and if you’ve never heard of her, what does that tell you about the way we generally view art and the artists who create it?”
Audrey paused, and again a ripple ran through the room.
“The quilt displayed here is called, quite simply, Pictorial Quilt, although there’s nothing simple about it. As you may be able to tell from where you’re sitting, each square depicts a scene or story. Many are biblical stories, but in the central square, you’ll see what Harriet described as ‘the falling of the stars,’ which was likely the Leonid meteor shower.” Audrey clicked her laptop again, and a close-up of one of the quilt squares appeared.
“Just look at the detail she included in each square. I’ve spent hours examining this quilt, and I hope you will, too, because there’s so much here to see. Also, it’s important to know that as a slave, Harriet couldn’t read or write. She used her quilts to document the stories she’d grown up hearing as well as stories from her own life, and her art is even more powerful when you consider the many ways in which society tried to prevent her from creating or having ownership over anything at all.”
Michelle realized she’d leaned forward in her seat, gripped by Audrey’s words and the images of the quilt on the screen.
Audrey clicked to the next slide. “Harriet uses many different fabrics and textures to bring life to the images in her quilts. Here she’s used a bright-orange fabric to add emphasis to the falling stars. At the time, people thought the end of the world was coming, and you can see that in the body language of the figures. Their arms are up, and I can practically see them running in fear, can’t you?”
Michelle could, and she saw something else too. This class was fresher and more exciting than the one she’d pitched to Stuart. Audrey was so fucking impressive. She deserved to teach this class, just as she deserved every bit of the popularity and success she’d enjoyed since joining the faculty here.
Michelle’s chest swelled with pride for her role in guiding Audrey to this moment. Audrey had told her repeatedly that Michelle inspired her to pursue an academic career rather than one as a potter, and it might be Michelle’s greatest accomplishment as a professor.
In fact, this moment felt like a sign that Michelle’s academic career was drawing to a close. Looking at Audrey now, she saw the difference between them more acutely than ever. If Audrey was the future of the department, surely Michelle was the past.
But that was a truth to examine another day, perhaps once she’d finished drafting this book. She needed to ascertain whether there was any money to be made with her writing, because she couldn’t give up her academic career without a viable alternative.
Audrey went on to cover several other important quilt makers, including Ellen Harding Baker and her Solar System quilt. By the time she’d finished, Michelle was absolutely dazzled by the talented quilt makers she’d learned about today. Even more impressive was the way Audrey had taken a topic many overlooked and made it one of the most interesting lectures Michelle could ever remember attending.
That’s my girl.
She stayed in her seat, hands clasped across her lap, as the class began to filter into the hallway. Several students stayed behind to talk to Audrey. Michelle remembered Ji-Yoon from the last time she’d observed. The girl had a bright future as an art historian if her enthusiasm in this class was any indication. Currently, she and Audrey had their heads together, looking at something on Audrey’s laptop, and Ji-Yoon’s expression was one of unadulterated wonder.
Michelle could relate.
Ji-Yoon and Audrey spoke for several minutes before the girl slung her backpack over her shoulder and headed for the door. She was looking at something on her phone, and as she passed Michelle, she glimpsed a quilt square displayed on the screen. Moments like these, students like Ji-Yoon, and professors like Audrey reassured Michelle that there was still hope for humanity.
More than hope, there was promise.
“What did you think?” Audrey stood beside the lectern, wearing a long-sleeved dress embroidered with brightly colored flowers that, now that Michelle was paying attention, she could see was vaguely reminiscent of some of the quilts they’d seen in class today.
“I think you’re the most impressive thing I’ve ever seen.” Michelle gathered her briefcase from where she’d placed it beneath her seat and stood.
“That’s a bold statement. I’m a brand-new professor, Michelle. Have you ever seen yourself? Because you’re a hell of a lot more impressive than I am.”
Michelle shook her head as she made her way to the front of the room. Standing beside the lectern, Audrey was a step up from Michelle, putting her at eye level with Audrey’s breasts, a devastatingly distracting view. Michelle stepped up beside her. “You breathe life into the art that you teach. You make us sit up and pay attention to things we might not have noticed otherwise, and yes, that’s impressive. You are impressive.”
Michelle was standing too close now, so close she could see Audrey’s inhale and the way she moved subtly forward. Michelle just stared at her, unable to move or speak.
“Michelle . . .” Audrey’s voice was low and raspy.
Michelle braced a hand against the lectern to keep from reaching for her. She’d lost track of the point she was trying to make. All she knew was that Audrey shone brightness into Michelle’s otherwise dull world and that she wanted to kiss her more than she wanted anything else from her life.
Without warning, Audrey’s hand gripped Michelle’s hip, hauling her in. Before Michelle could react, before she could even draw a breath, Audrey’s lips had crashed into hers. Oh.
Audrey’s teeth sank into Michelle’s lower lip, flooding her with sensation, pleasure, and arousal and . . . joy. Her body tingled from head to foot, as if she’d been asleep since the last time they kissed, and now she’d finally opened her eyes.
She was wide awake. Breathtakingly awake.
And this time, Michelle wasn’t going back to sleep.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Audrey was in a haze of bliss with Michelle’s hands cupping her face, her lips doing the most wonderful things, and her tongue . . . good god, her tongue . . . Michelle’s tongue was its own art form. As it danced against Audrey’s, she felt an answering clench of need in her core. Everything about the way Michelle kissed was exquisite.
But they were standing at the head of Audrey’s classroom with the door wide open, in full view of anyone who happened to walk past. Reluctantly, Audrey dragged her mouth from Michelle’s, and for several long seconds, they just stared at each other in a lust-drunk stupor.
“Are you finished for the day?” Michelle finally asked. Her lipstick was smudged, her eyes glassy with desire. She wore gray slacks and a tweed jacket similar to the one that had been the subject of so many of Audrey’s undergrad fantasies. Dressed like that, standing in this classroom, she looked like the Dr. Thompson from those fantasies, and it was enough to make Audrey’s knees tremble.
Not trusting herself to speak, she nodded in answer to Michelle’s question.
“Come to my place?” Michelle licked her lips, then smoothed her hands over her still-immaculate outfit. “We can . . . talk.”
“I want to do more than talk.” Audrey hardly recognized her own voice. It was soft and raspy, as if she’d just screamed for two hours at a concert . . . or had her entire mind blown by a thirty-second kiss from Michelle Thompson.
Michelle’s cheeks turned the sexiest shade of pink at Audrey’s words. “I . . . do too.”
“This is an extremely surreal conversation to be having at the lectern of my classroom.” Impulsively, Audrey gripped the lapels of Michelle’s blazer and pulled her in for another kiss. Their bodies bumped, and Michelle let out the sexiest little whimper.
Whatever happened next, this moment—Michelle pressed against her in front of an empty classroom with the lectern digging into her back—was seared into Audrey’s brain forever. It might be the hottest thing she’d ever experienced.
Michelle was the one to pull back this time, her breathing noticeably ragged. “So, my place?”
“Yes. Your place. To talk . . . or whatever.” Audrey couldn’t help her grin.
Michelle mirrored it, and there was something in her eyes . . . a light, an energy, a passion that Audrey hadn’t seen before. Whatever it was, Audrey wanted to see it again. And again. She never wanted that light to go out.
She reached out and touched the soft skin below Michelle’s bottom lip, removing errant lipstick. “Lead the way, then.”
“Do you need to stop at your office first?” Michelle asked.
“I should, but . . . no. Let’s just go.”
Michelle gave a brisk nod, then turned and strode out of the classroom with all the poise that had first captured Audrey’s attention. Audrey could only follow in her wake, trying so damn hard not to swoon because she had to stay on her feet to follow Michelle to her car.
Because she was headed to Michelle’s place to talk . . . and more.
Hopefully so much more.
As they walked through Kravitz Hall, Audrey caught herself admiring the way Michelle’s ass looked in those pants. She was moving with purpose now, her “don’t bother me” face in place, and it was so fucking hot, Audrey could hardly put one foot in front of the other. Tripping over her own feet was a real possibility.
Outside, the air was crisp and cold. A light dusting of snow had fallen while she was teaching, and it crunched beneath her shoes. They paused to put on their coats, and somehow Michelle looked even more gorgeous once she’d buttoned up her black wool peacoat.
Then they were off again, neither of them speaking as they made their way to the faculty parking lot. As luck would have it, their cars were parked right next to each other.
“Follow me?” Michelle pressed a button on her key fob, and her car beeped and flashed its lights.
“Yes.” Audrey couldn’t wait to see Michelle’s home. Unlike hers, which was a rental, temporary and decorated by someone else, Michelle’s house would be a window into who she was outside work. Audrey imagined it as her sanctuary, a place where she probably didn’t have many guests, or maybe Audrey was assigning too much importance to the invitation.
She slid behind the wheel of her own car and started it, grateful that it cooperated without complaint for once. As she rested her hands on the steering wheel, she realized they were shaking. Adrenaline. Excitement. Nervousness.
Michelle’s BMW backed up and began to move toward the exit of the parking lot. Audrey pulled in behind it, suddenly obsessed with trying to remember what underwear she had on. Since she was still wearing her coat, she couldn’t exactly peek. Had she shaved this morning?
God.
Audrey’s mind spiraled as she followed Michelle out of downtown Middleton and onto a dirt road that led through a scenic and rural area north of the campus. Before she knew it, Michelle had turned into a driveway. They were here. Audrey shifted her attention to the house at the other end of the drive.
It was small but elegant, with pale-blue siding and black shutters. The front yard was well tended, with neat beds that contained what had probably been beautiful flowers a few months ago, but this time of year, everything was bare and brittle. The house’s most impressive feature might be its view, though. It sat at the front of a rolling field that sloped downward into the forest, revealing a stunning mountain vista in the distance.
Michelle pulled into the garage, and Audrey parked in the driveway behind it.
She was at Michelle’s house. After they’d kissed in Audrey’s classroom.
Audrey gulped as she got out of her car and followed Michelle inside. They entered through the garage into a mudroom, where Michelle paused to take off her shoes and coat. Audrey did the same.
They walked into the kitchen, where a black-and-white cat sat in the middle of the floor, regarding Audrey with open curiosity. Somehow, she’d never imagined Michelle having a pet, and the discovery made Audrey smile.
Michelle stopped walking so suddenly that Audrey nearly bumped into her from behind. Just as quickly, Michelle spun, wrapped a hand around the back of Audrey’s head, and pulled her into the kind of kiss that immediately sent Audrey’s body up in flames. Her back met the wall with a thump as Michelle pressed into her.
One of Michelle’s thighs slipped between Audrey’s at the same time that Michelle’s tongue pushed into her mouth, and Audrey could only groan, arching forward to meet her. Up to this moment, Audrey had been the one initiating things between them, but right now, Michelle was in charge, and it was everything Audrey had ever wanted.
She kissed Michelle as if her life depended on it because right now, it felt like it did. Nothing was more important than Michelle’s tongue in her mouth, her breasts pressed against Audrey’s, or the hand gripping Audrey’s ass, pulling her insistently closer.
“Michelle, god . . .” Audrey’s hands were on Michelle’s lower back below her tweed blazer, pushing at the snug waistband of her pants.
Michelle just kissed her harder. Her mouth moved against Audrey’s with an intensity that mirrored Audrey’s own desperation. Michelle kissed her like she couldn’t stop, like Audrey was the best person she’d ever kissed, and it was incredibly erotic because Michelle was so worldly, so sophisticated, literally everything Audrey had been fantasizing about since she was eighteen.
Audrey had had some great kisses in her lifetime, but none of them matched the searing intensity of this one. This kiss was raw. It was uninhibited in a way that was rare for Audrey, and she could only imagine it was even more out of character for someone as buttoned up as Michelle.
Or maybe this passionate, unrestrained woman had always been lurking just beneath the surface . . .
“Audrey . . . ,” Michelle rasped as she lifted her mouth from Audrey’s.
“Other stuff first, talk after?” Audrey suggested with no small amount of desperation. They needed to talk. They really and truly did, and they should probably do it first, but she just wasn’t capable of civilized conversation right now.
“Yes.” And Michelle dove in for another kiss. Her hands roamed over Audrey’s dress, and then she heard the hiss of her zipper being lowered. Michelle’s hand was on the bare skin of her back, her blunt fingernails digging into Audrey’s flesh in a way that had them both gasping. “My bedroom?”
“Definitely.”
Michelle took a step back. Her hair was a mess, loose strands that Audrey had pulled free from her neat twist framing her face. Michelle’s cheeks were flushed, her lips swollen, and her eyes were positively sparkling. She was breathtakingly beautiful, so alive, energy shimmering around her in a tangible aura.
This was the woman Audrey had first swooned for so many years ago, the woman she was still swooning for. The dull, bitter version of her Audrey had met this fall seemed like someone else entirely.
Michelle gripped Audrey’s hand, leading her swiftly through a living room decorated in shades of gray. Its walls displayed a collection of paintings that had Audrey’s eyes bugging out of her head, but she’d think about that later because Michelle had led her upstairs to the bedroom, also done in shades of gray and filled with a stunning assortment of paintings.
The black-and-white cat on the bed went perfectly with the decor, but before Audrey could say so, the cat had glared at them and run off. Audrey was going to get the full scoop on both the cat and the art later, but first . . .
As she’d done in the classroom, Audrey gripped Michelle’s blazer and yanked her up against Audrey’s body. “Do you have any idea how many fantasies I’ve had about this blazer?”
Michelle slow-blinked, her mouth forming the word “no,” although no sound left her lips.
“A lot. Too many to count. I love you in tweed so fucking much.” She ran her hands over it before sliding the jacket off Michelle’s shoulders, baring the simple white top she wore beneath. It didn’t escape her notice that Michelle was dressed in black, gray, and white today, just like her home, but that was another observation for later.
Because right now, her gaze had settled on the hard points of Michelle’s nipples, visible through her bra and shirt. Audrey circled one, then the other with her finger, and Michelle’s eyes fluttered shut, her chest heaving below Audrey’s touch.
Michelle’s blouse scooped low enough in the front to reveal her collarbones, which were works of art all their own. Audrey traced them with her fingers before repeating the action with her tongue. Michelle’s smooth skin tasted vaguely of salt.
“Audrey . . .” Michelle sounded like she could hardly breathe. Her hands clenched around Audrey’s waist, holding on for dear life.
“Shh. I’ve got you.”
And Audrey reached for the zipper on her pants.

Michelle was about to lose her mind. Audrey’s fingers brushed against the sensitive skin on her stomach as she lowered Michelle’s zipper, and she let out an embarrassingly needy sound, her hips arching into Audrey’s touch. Good lord, it had been so long since she’d been touched by anyone but herself, even longer since anyone had lit her on fire like this.
Right now, Michelle’s body existed solely to want, to need, and oh how she needed. Her core ached with it, and her blood felt like it had been electrified, shooting sparks through her veins. She trembled, nearly undone by the brush of Audrey’s fingertips as they traced patterns over Michelle’s bare skin.
It was exhilarating and so different from what she was used to. Michelle hadn’t slept with anyone new since she was in her early twenties . . . over twenty years since she’d been with anyone but Kelly.
“Okay?” Audrey murmured against her neck.
Michelle realized her body had tensed up when Kelly entered her thoughts. She nodded a bit desperately, clutching Audrey against her. “I . . . it’s just . . . it’s been a long time, a really long time since I’ve been with anyone new. It’s a bit overwhelming.”
“Do you want to slow down?” Audrey’s hand, which had been inside Michelle’s trousers, retreated. “Or we could talk first, if you like.”
“No. We can talk later. Just . . .” She blinked, focusing on Audrey over the haze of arousal that had overtaken her body. “Kelly and I met at uni. That’s how long it’s been.”
“That’s a long fucking time.” Audrey was kissing her collarbones again, and it was almost more than Michelle could take.
“Such a long time.” She inhaled harshly as Audrey trailed a finger over the front of her underwear. Michelle was already so wet, achingly wet. Could Audrey feel it? “Please don’t make me wait any longer.”
“I won’t,” Audrey whispered, her lips warm and damp against Michelle’s neck. “And just so you know, I’ve been tested recently. I’m good to go.”
“Oh.” Michelle swallowed, trying to think past the need throbbing in her core because, yes, this was an important conversation, one she hadn’t had in so long she’d almost forgotten. “I’ve been tested, too, since my divorce, and there hasn’t been anyone since.”
“Good,” Audrey murmured.
Michelle’s trousers were on the floor almost before she realized what was happening. Audrey rubbed her over her underwear, and Michelle let out a noise she didn’t even recognize as coming from her own throat. She was dangerously close to losing control.
Desperate, she reached for Audrey. Her dress still clung to her shoulders, gaping open in the back from where Michelle had unzipped it. She pushed at the fabric on Audrey’s shoulders, and the dress slipped to the floor, leaving Audrey in a flesh-toned bra and gray cotton underwear.
Somehow, seeing Audrey in her everyday underwear—an unmatched set—felt even more intimate. It spoke to how spontaneous this encounter was.
“Gorgeous,” Michelle whispered.
“So are you . . . and overdressed.” Audrey lifted Michelle’s top, sliding it up and over her head. Now they were both in their bra and underwear. Michelle’s was seamless and black, not the sexiest set she owned, but the way Audrey was looking at her, she had never felt more desirable.
It was a heady feeling. So heady that Michelle felt herself unfastening her own bra. It dropped to the floor, and before she could lose her nerve, she dropped her knickers too.
“God, Michelle, you are stunning.” The look in Audrey’s eyes backed up her words, and it was almost more than Michelle could take.
Then Audrey’s hands were on Michelle’s naked body, scratching lightly against her skin, and Michelle couldn’t think of anything except how arousing it was and how badly she needed more. She looked down, her gaze catching on the turquoise ring on Audrey’s middle finger, the same ring from her fantasy, and now it was on her body. Oh, this was going to be even better than she’d imagined . . .
She nudged Audrey toward the bed and pushed at her shoulders so Audrey landed flat on her back, legs slightly parted. Somewhere between the university and Michelle’s bedroom, her ponytail had come loose. Now honey-brown hair spilled messily around her face.
Michelle crawled onto the bed and straddled her. As she looked down at Audrey, her mind flashed back to the way that hair had spilled over her stomach the night she’d unknowingly fantasized about Audrey in this very bed. “Audrey,” she hissed in a strangled whisper.
“Michelle,” Audrey responded, her voice awed as she stared up at Michelle.
She moved her hips, frustrated that Audrey still wore her underwear, as that thin layer of cotton separated their bodies. But before she could remove it, Audrey had flipped them. Now Michelle was on her back with Audrey’s warm weight pressing her into the duvet, and if she weren’t so desperately aroused, she would have wanted this moment to last forever.
“Take these off,” she whispered, pushing at the band of Audrey’s underwear.
Audrey lifted her hips, shimmying out of them in a move so sexy, Michelle could only stare. Then Audrey sat up, her bare flesh pressed against Michelle’s as she unhooked her bra, and again, Michelle made a sound she didn’t even recognize, a guttural groan of appreciation for the gorgeous woman currently straddling her.
Michelle skimmed her hands up Audrey’s sides to cup her breasts. They were so firm beneath Michelle’s touch. Her thumbs swept over Audrey’s nipples, and they contracted into hardened buds.
“Touch me, Michelle.”
“My pleasure,” Michelle murmured as her hands swept down Audrey’s sides, leaving gooseflesh in their wake. She gripped Audrey’s ass with one hand, the other trailing through Audrey’s damp curls to slide between their bodies. As her fingertips found Audrey’s wetness, Michelle felt an answering clench deep inside herself.
If she’d been overwhelmed with need before, now it had reached levels she hadn’t known possible, a gnawing hunger that begged to be sated. The only thing greater than her own desire was the need to see Audrey come undone, her features shattered with pleasure as she came apart in Michelle’s arms.
“I need your fingers . . .” Audrey moaned, hips rocking into Michelle’s touch.
Her fingers. Her clumsy, inadequate fingers. Kelly’s mocking face flashed through her mind, and Michelle flinched as if she’d been dunked beneath a cold shower.
“Whoa. Hey, what happened?” Audrey’s hand cupped her cheek.
“I can’t . . . I might not be able to . . .” Michelle turned her face away from Audrey’s concerned gaze as mortification scorched her skin. She was ruining this. Just like you ruin everything, Kelly’s voice whispered in her ear.
“It’s okay,” Audrey said quickly. “There’s so much more to sex than achieving an orgasm, if that’s difficult for you. We can—”
“That’s not it,” she interrupted. “It’s just . . . I’m not very good with my hands. I might not be able to satisfy you.” There. She’d said it. And now she wanted to crawl under the covers and disappear.
Audrey let out a shocked laugh, and Michelle couldn’t take it. She slid from beneath her, rolling away, only to be stopped by a warm hand on her shoulder.
“Michelle . . . look at me. Please.”
She forced herself to meet Audrey’s gaze. If Michelle had been nothing but need before, now she was nothing but shame. It burned through her body until she knew her cheeks must be bright red. Her skin crawled with discomfort, and she drew her knees up, curling in on herself.
“I don’t know where you got this idea in your silly, beautiful head,” Audrey said. “But I’m sure it’s not true.”
“Remember how I kept putting my fingers through the clay?” she managed in a broken whisper. “At the pottery wheel.”
Audrey made a sound of disbelief. “I’m not made of clay. I don’t even see the comparison, to be honest.”
“Kelly used to say . . . I couldn’t please her.” And now she’d just brought up her ex during her first time with Audrey. Michelle was furious with herself.
“Michelle.” Audrey gripped Michelle’s hands and brought them to her mouth, kissing her knuckles. Michelle only barely kept herself from whimpering at the sensation. “That sounds like a Kelly problem. If for some reason—which, for the record, I highly doubt—you aren’t good with your hands, there are other ways, right? I could come from grinding myself on your thigh, or you could use your mouth. I already know your tongue is fucking amazing, and in my opinion, your fingers are, too, so please get your ex-wife out of your head, okay? One way or another, you’re going to make me come. I’m not worried about it in the least.”
Michelle swallowed over the painful lump in her throat. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. Don’t ever apologize for being honest with me.” Audrey lay beside her, wrapping an arm around Michelle.
“I’ve ruined the mood.” Michelle was still beyond mortified by her behavior.
“No, you haven’t.” Audrey kissed her, and just like that, the heat flared back to life between them. Her body pressed against Michelle’s, and for several long minutes, there was nothing but the pleasure of Audrey’s mouth, her tongue and lips and teeth.
Michelle had always loved kissing, and with Audrey, it was even more pleasurable. It felt like the creation of something, like a tapestry spun between them, a manifestation of their desire. Michelle didn’t realize she’d slipped a thigh between Audrey’s until she felt the evidence of Audrey’s desire slicking her skin. Oh. That felt so good.
Audrey moaned, moving herself more firmly against Michelle’s thigh. She could come like that, she’d told Michelle, and based on the catch in her breath, it was the truth. But suddenly, that wasn’t enough for Michelle. She wanted Audrey to come on her fingers. She needed Audrey to come on her fingers.
This time.
Because she also wanted Audrey to come against her tongue. But first . . .
She brought a hand between them, removing her thigh as her fingers took over, stroking Audrey. She was so wet, and it felt amazing as Michelle’s fingers familiarized themselves with the contours of Audrey’s body. She loved this, loved the whimper that spilled from Audrey’s lips as Michelle’s fingertips discovered the little bud she sought. Her own clit throbbed as she touched Audrey’s, and she pressed her thighs together.
“Michelle . . .” Audrey’s voice was nothing but a rasp, her hips pushing more insistently against Michelle’s hand.
Emboldened, Michelle circled Audrey’s entrance. “May I?”
“Yes,” Audrey gasped. “Please.”
Michelle slipped a finger inside her, moaning as Audrey’s velvety-soft walls gripped her.
“More,” Audrey demanded.
Michelle added a second finger, beginning to stroke in and out as her thumb rubbed against Audrey’s clit. Audrey ground against her, lips parted in silent pleasure, and this was—
“You’re . . . god. I’m going to come.” Audrey’s thighs tightened around her hand.
“Oh.” Michelle heard the surprise in her voice. Just like that? “Yes. Please do.”
Audrey laughed, but it caught in her throat as her back bowed and her inner walls clamped around Michelle’s fingers. Michelle loved the feel of a woman coming around her fingers. She throbbed at the sensation. It took all her willpower not to reach between her thighs and touch herself. Right now, it wouldn’t take much . . .
“You have amazing fingers, for the record,” Audrey murmured.
As was often the case, Michelle had no idea what to say, so she said nothing, but she felt the truth of Audrey’s words all the way to her soul.
“I mean it.” Audrey slipped a hand between them, pressing two fingers against Michelle’s aching clit. The same two fingers she’d used on the clay. And good lord, that mental image . . .
“Please,” Michelle whispered, a thready desperate wisp of a word.
“My fucking pleasure.” Audrey’s voice was a growl, and she was stroking Michelle now, using her own hips as leverage as she slipped and plunged.
Michelle pressed herself into Audrey’s touch. Her clit ached so fiercely, she almost couldn’t take it. She was consumed with need, and no matter how firmly Audrey stroked, she needed more, more, “More . . .”
There was a flurry of movement, and then Audrey’s tongue was against her clit, her mouth providing suction. It was more. It was everything. Michelle’s body shook, and the most delicious heat spread through her core. Audrey’s tongue flicked her clit, once, twice . . .
Michelle cried out as her orgasm crested, radiating through her more fiercely than any of the releases she’d given herself over the past few months. She bucked against Audrey’s mouth, a writhing mass of pleasure. Finally, it began to ebb, leaving her shuddering and too sensitive. She pushed gently at Audrey’s shoulders, and Audrey slid up to give her a tender kiss. Michelle could taste herself on Audrey’s lips. Fuck.
Her core still twitched with the aftershocks of her orgasm, and she felt so mellow. She didn’t even know what to do with herself, but lying here with Audrey forever seemed like a good option. Audrey settled against her, and for several minutes, they did just that . . . lay blissfully in each other’s arms.
“That was amazing,” Michelle whispered, feathering a hand through Audrey’s silky hair.
“Mm,” Audrey murmured. “And I’m not nearly finished with you.”
She nipped at Michelle’s bottom lip, and that was all it took to rekindle the aching need inside Michelle. After months of ignoring her desire for Audrey, she was insatiable. Her hungry gaze roamed over the soft curve of Audrey’s stomach to the patch of golden brown hair between her thighs and back to her breasts, which were fuller than Michelle’s and so incredibly beautiful.
Michelle wanted to touch her everywhere at once, but there was one thing she wanted most of all. “Can I taste you?”
Audrey moaned. “I already mentioned how much I love your tongue, so yes, you fucking can. I’d love for you to.”
She sounded so aroused, and Michelle felt it in the pit of her stomach. She kissed Audrey first on the mouth before placing open-mouthed kisses across Audrey’s jaw to the delicate skin of her neck. Audrey whimpered, arching her back. She gazed up at Michelle, her eyes filled with want, with pleasure, and it made Michelle feel warm inside, energized, excited.
It had been so long since anyone had looked at her like that, since anyone moaned beneath her touch, and now wasn’t the moment to have this revelation, but maybe it had been a Kelly problem. Maybe the spark between them had died and it hadn’t been Michelle’s fault.
Confidence building, Michelle transferred the attention of her mouth to Audrey’s breasts. She loved the breathy sounds Audrey made every time Michelle touched a particularly sensitive spot. She took her time exploring Audrey’s breasts, licking and kissing as Audrey squirmed beneath her.
“Michelle . . .” Audrey’s fingers were on her shoulders, pushing gently.
Taking the hint, Michelle slid down to lie between Audrey’s thighs, surprised at her own eagerness. She leaned in, teasing the tip of her tongue against Audrey’s flesh. Audrey’s hips pushed more insistently toward her. Michelle gave her a broad, slow lick, and Audrey’s moan seemed to echo through her, increasing the ache in her own core.
She gripped Audrey’s thighs as she parted her with her tongue, licking upward until she encountered Audrey’s clit. She stopped there, circling it once before pressing the flat of her tongue against it, and Audrey wheezed, her thighs beginning to shake beneath Michelle’s palms.
Michelle focused on her clit for a few minutes before she retreated to explore other areas. She reached Audrey’s entrance, moaning as Audrey’s wetness coated her tongue. Oh, she loved this. She loved it so much. Michelle kissed and licked and sucked, fueled by Audrey’s gasps and whimpers and her increasingly desperate movements beneath Michelle.
“Oh,” Audrey cried, tensing beneath her. “Yes, don’t stop . . . fuck.”
She bucked against the bed, and Michelle kissed her harder. Audrey moaned as she came, long and deep and so arousing that Michelle had a hand between her own thighs before she’d realized what she was doing, rubbing frantically.
“That’s so fucking hot.”
Michelle realized Audrey was watching her touch herself, and she yanked her hand away in embarrassment.
“Don’t you dare stop,” Audrey admonished, still breathless from her orgasm. “You’re so sexy, I could watch you touch yourself all day. Or you could ride my thigh, if you prefer?”
Michelle just stared. They’d only been naked together for a short time, but already she could tell Audrey was much more open and uninhibited in her approach to sex than Michelle. She slid in beside her. “Touch me, Audrey. Please.”
“I could. But I’d rather watch you do it.” Audrey grinned as she slipped a hand between her own thighs.
Michelle had never done anything even remotely like this. She could hear the wet slip of Audrey’s fingers, and it made her own core ache even more relentlessly. Her hungry gaze feasted on the way Audrey’s fingers glistened as they slipped through her folds.
But she just couldn’t masturbate in front of her. Instead, Michelle sat up, straddling one of Audrey’s thighs as she placed her hand over Audrey’s. Now she could feel Audrey touch herself, and it was impossibly arousing. She pressed down, increasing the pressure of Audrey’s fingers over her clit.
Audrey’s hips bucked. “Yes . . . yes . . .”
Michelle slid her hand lower, pressing against Audrey’s entrance. At the same time, Michelle’s hips began to move, rocking, grinding against Audrey’s thigh as she sought her own release. She pushed two fingers inside Audrey and hooked them forward, drawing a cry of pleasure from Audrey’s lips.
Audrey’s body clenched as she tipped over the edge, and Michelle followed her over, writhing against Audrey’s thigh as she came. She gasped through waves of pleasure that just kept coming, leaving her quivering and boneless.
Beneath her, Audrey had gone limp too. One of her hands was drawing shapes on Michelle’s thigh, shapes that felt suspiciously like the hearts she’d painted on Michelle’s arms that day in the pottery studio . . .
That felt like a lifetime ago. In the same breath, it felt like yesterday.
Except, now that they’d had sex, Michelle’s feelings were so much stronger. There was no more denying how much Audrey meant to her, and maybe they should have talked first after all so Michelle could have tempered her expectations. Because she was all in where Audrey was concerned, but what if Audrey didn’t feel the same?



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Audrey’s borrowed robe smelled like Michelle, that fresh, woodsy scent she’d been fantasizing about for months, except now she was wrapped up in it, sitting on the sofa in Michelle’s living room, sipping raspberry tea as Michelle sat next to her. Audrey’s robe was navy blue and silky soft. Michelle’s was black and just as soft.
Michelle looked almost as soft as her robe, more relaxed than Audrey had ever seen her. Her hair was down and messy. Her makeup was gone, her eyes languid. She looked like a woman who’d been thoroughly fucked, and boy, was it a good look on her. After they’d left Michelle’s bed, they’d stepped into a quick shower together, and then Michelle had made tea for them while they talked things through.
Except, so far, neither of them was doing much talking.
“So,” Audrey said. She sipped her tea. It was light and fruity, just right for the moment. Then she gave Michelle a silly grin. “Still want to fill out those HR forms?”
“It would be a good idea . . . I mean, assuming you want this to be more than a onetime thing?” She gave Audrey what she probably thought was a guarded look, but the hope—and the insecurity—in her eyes was hard to miss, and it made Audrey’s heart clench.
“We have a lot to talk about, don’t we? I know I told you before that I didn’t want a relationship, and I meant it at the time, but I’m reconsidering that now because . . . well, you kind of snuck in and made me want more.”
“I did?”
“Yes.” Audrey’s mom had been right. If Audrey kept waiting, she might miss the chance to be with this amazing woman. Because already, she felt more for Michelle than she’d ever felt for anyone else. Bottom line: Michelle was worth the risk. “I know this thing between us is only hours old, but it’s not really, is it? It’s been building for a while, and I already know that a night or a weekend with you would never be enough. I want to date you for real.”
Michelle sat with her teacup halfway to her mouth, lips slightly parted. “Really?”
“I can’t seem to get enough of you,” Audrey confirmed, reaching for Michelle’s free hand and clasping it in hers. “Have I somehow not given you that impression up to now?”
“I, well . . . it’s a little surprising, yes.” Michelle set down her teacup. “I know I’m not always the easiest person to be around.”
Oh, Michelle . . . “Well, I treasure our time together.” Audrey eyed the black-and-white creature currently lounging on a cat tower that overlooked the backyard. “I had no idea you had a cat, by the way.”
“Her name’s Muse, and she’s not technically mine.” Michelle’s lips pursed. “She was Kelly’s cat. She adored Kelly. She . . . tolerates me.”
“Your ex-wife left her cat here with you when she moved out?” Audrey had already disliked the woman, but after seeing Michelle’s insecurity during sex and learning Kelly had abandoned her cat, “dislike” might’ve been too mild a word.
“Not here,” Michelle said. “I bought this house after the divorce, but yes, Kelly left us both, and I think Muse hates me for it.”
“Poor Muse. Why didn’t Kelly take her cat?”
Michelle shrugged, looking lost. “She said she needed a fresh start and that if I didn’t want Muse, I should take her to the shelter.”
“That’s so sad, and I hope it’s not overstepping for me to say it sounds like Kelly was extremely toxic. I hate that she made you doubt yourself and abandoned her cat.”
“I, well . . .” Michelle looked away abruptly. “You might be right, but I don’t want to talk about my marriage right now.”
“Fair enough,” Audrey said. “How did Muse get her name? Is it art related?”
“In a way. When we were younger, Kelly used to say she was my muse. For the longest time, she held on to the hope that my love of art meant I would become an artist myself. Needless to say, she was quite disappointed when she realized I’m merely a historian.”
“Merely a historian.” Audrey scoffed. “First of all, historians are amazing, but also, you’re so much more than that. This sounds like another Kelly problem, if she wanted you to be something you aren’t.”
Michelle’s cheeks went slightly pink. “Well, she’s gone now, and I’m stuck with this unfortunately named cat who hates me.”
The whole situation made Audrey unspeakably sad. She hadn’t seen any evidence that Michelle’s cat didn’t like her, though.
“At any rate,” Michelle continued, picking up her teacup. “I wasn’t looking for a relationship either. In fact, as I told you before, I was content to remain single indefinitely.”
“You were or you are?”
Michelle’s gaze settled on Audrey’s. “That’s the question, isn’t it? Until you came into my life, I was content on my own, but now . . . I haven’t been content since you first kissed me. Even before that, if I’m being honest.”
“Wow.” Audrey hadn’t known Michelle felt so strongly, and now the knowledge had lodged itself in her chest, dangerously close to her heart.
“Quite simply, you’re the best part of my day,” Michelle murmured, and the way she said it felt more intimate than a declaration of love.
Audrey’s eyes were damp, and her heart was a runaway train in her chest. “That’s so freaking romantic. Oh my god, Michelle.”
“It’s true.”
“So let’s do this, then, but maybe we should wait on the HR paperwork until I find out what’s happening with my job. Can we keep things discreet—and casual—to start?”
Michelle looked down at her hands. “Casual is fine as long as you aren’t sleeping with anyone else, because nonexclusive relationships just aren’t for me. I’m sorry if that’s a deal-breaker for you.”
On the contrary, Michelle seemed to know what she wanted and needed in a relationship, and that was hot as hell as far as Audrey was concerned. It was a refreshing change from the people she’d dated in the past.
She cupped Michelle’s jaw, surprised by the vulnerability she saw on that beautiful face. “I can’t imagine even looking at anyone else while I’m with you, let alone sleeping with them. I’m the exclusive type too. No worries there.”
“Good, because I’m monogamous to my bones.” Michelle leaned in so her forehead rested against Audrey’s. Her breath puffed warm and damp against Audrey’s mouth. The gesture was so tender—so intimate—Audrey’s heart quivered inside her chest.
She was kidding herself to think she wouldn’t be head over heels for this woman in no time. Michelle Thompson had always been her dream woman, and so far, at least, the reality of her was even more wonderful than the fantasy. “Michelle . . .”
“Mm?” Michelle settled closer against her, their lips brushing together.
“I’m awfully glad you came to observe my class today.”
Michelle smiled against Audrey’s lips. “So am I. What do you say I make us some dinner and you spend the night?”
“I’d say . . . yes.”

Michelle woke to the feel of a warm body pressed against hers, something she hadn’t felt in so long, she’d almost forgotten how much she enjoyed it. In the final years of their marriage, she and Kelly had been strangers sharing a bed. There had been no cuddling and very little sex. Nothing like this.
She closed her eyes, savoring the feel of Audrey’s hand resting against Michelle’s stomach, wrapping her in warmth and comfort. Last night, Michelle had prepared a simple pasta dish for them, and they’d spent most of the rest of the evening here in bed. No doubt, she’d be sore when she finally got around to moving . . . something she was in no hurry to do.
“Morning,” Audrey murmured into her hair, her arm tightening slightly, drawing Michelle closer against her. She went willingly, loving the sensation of Audrey’s body against hers, except . . . if this went where she hoped it was going, Michelle needed to freshen up first. Sex with a full bladder and morning breath wasn’t that great, in her opinion.
“I’ll be right back,” she murmured, turning to kiss Audrey’s cheek. Then she slid to her feet, looking for her robe, but she wasn’t sure where she’d left it last night. She hurried into the bathroom, vaguely embarrassed to be walking around naked and also chilled from the morning air. When she came back out a few minutes later, she slid under the covers to warm up.
Audrey kissed her before going into the bathroom herself. Soon, she was back, snuggled against Michelle beneath the covers. Her skin had cooled while she was up, though, and it made Michelle shiver.
Audrey giggled. “Maybe you should turn your thermostat up a little bit. It’s cold in here.”
“I like it cold when I sleep, but I don’t usually walk around naked in the morning.”
“Fair point. Anyway, I know a good way to warm ourselves back up . . .”
Her fingers slipped between Michelle’s thighs, and this time there was no discomfort to get in the way. They moved together beneath the covers, and it was a beautiful way to start the day, soft and quiet and unrushed. When they were sated, they lay facing each other. Audrey’s hair was in her face, sticking to her sweat-damp cheeks, and something about the image reminded Michelle of a much younger Audrey, the way she’d looked in college.
“Does our history bother you?” Michelle asked. “That I was your professor?”
“Are you kidding? On the contrary, I’m living out a fantasy right now.”
“You’re . . . what?”
Audrey slid closer, resting a hand on Michelle’s hip. She seemed to be a very tactile person, and Michelle was starting to realize she loved it. “Did you honestly not see the way I looked at you back then? I’ve always wondered.”
“You idolized me. I did notice.”
“No.” Audrey’s fingers traced hearts on Michelle’s hip. “I mean, yes, I did idolize you, but it was more than that. I had the biggest crush on you. I was hot for teacher, big time.”
Michelle flinched. “Really? That’s . . . that’s awkward.”
“Not if we can laugh about it now.” Audrey grinned. Her fingers were still moving. The feel of her tracing hearts on Michelle’s skin might be her new favorite thing.
“Still,” Michelle pressed because this had been bothering her even before Audrey confessed her college crush. “It sometimes worries me that I met you when you were so young, that you were my student. It feels . . . forbidden, even though it was so long ago. I have a tendency to overthink things, if you hadn’t noticed.”
Audrey squeezed her hip. “I noticed. But in this case, there’s nothing to worry about. We’re colleagues now. I’m thirty. That teenage girl who crushed on her professor is so far in the past, it’s not even worth thinking about, except to appreciate the irony that we’re here together now . . . as fully consenting adults.”
“I think this conversation has actually made me feel more conscious of it.” Michelle sighed. “Sorry.”
“You apologize too much,” Audrey said, her voice gentle. “Please don’t be sorry for voicing your concerns. I’m glad you told me so we can figure out a solution, and I think the answer here is communication. Let’s just try to be extra open with each other about what we’re feeling and check in with each other a lot.”
Michelle felt the tension drain from her muscles. “Yes, I like the sound of that.”
“Good.”
“Do you have plans today?”
“I need to spend some time at my pottery wheel. I’m working on a few holiday gifts.”
Michelle smiled. “I bet your friends and family love your gifts. I know I still treasure the teacup you made me.”
“Aww.” Audrey leaned in to kiss her cheek. “They do, but I try to mix it up and give them store-bought gifts sometimes too. Most of my family members are already completely overloaded with ceramics I’ve made them.”
“I can’t imagine having too many.”
“You’re sweet.” Audrey gave her another kiss. “But if you were asking if I need to leave soon, the answer is no. Actually, I’d love to get a better look at some of your art, if that’s okay, because I’m absolutely swooning over your home collection.”
Michelle was extremely proud of her home collection, not that she shared it often. She didn’t open her home to many people, but for Audrey? “I’d like that.”
With that decided, they got up, dressed, and had breakfast at the table in Michelle’s kitchen. It overlooked the downward slope behind her house and provided sweeping views of the mountains beyond. She’d lived here over a year, and it still dazzled her every time she looked out the windows.
“I’m a little bit in love with your house.” Audrey sipped coffee and looked out at the mountains. It was a beautiful early-December day, with a dusting of snow on the ground, just enough to make everything shimmer beneath the blue sky above. “This view is seriously incredible.”
“It was a big part of what sold me on the house,” Michelle told her. “I have trails out there too. Would you like to go for a walk after you’ve seen my art collection?”
“I’d love to.”
And so, an hour later, they walked down the back hill together. Audrey had borrowed boots and a hat, and she looked so happy. It must be contagious because Michelle felt awfully joyous herself.
“Oh, look! Deer prints.” Audrey crouched to look at the hoofprints in the snow. “That’s so cool.”
“I get all kinds out here,” Michelle told her. “Deer, coyote, bear, and lots of smaller prints I can’t tell apart . . . fox and raccoon and such.”
“Amazing. I’d be out here looking at animal prints every day. Aren’t the bears asleep for the winter, though?”
“Probably, but with climate change, they don’t always hibernate all winter anymore. When we get a warm snap, I’ll see evidence that they’ve been up and about. I had to stop putting up bird feeders because I couldn’t keep them out, and it’s not good for them to associate your house with food. It leads to nuisance bears. Then they cause damage, and sometimes they have to be put down, which is unfair, if you ask me, since we caused the problem, not the bear.”
“You sound like such a Vermonter.” Audrey’s expression was fond. “Not many Brits could give such an elegant speech about black bears, I bet. But you’re right. It’s sad when our actions have negative impacts on wildlife.”
“I have a healthy respect for all the animals out here. They leave me alone, and I leave them alone, but I do love looking at them from my windows.”
“And you have that gorgeous painting of them in your office.” Audrey stood, sliding her hand into Michelle’s and giving it a squeeze.
“Yes.” She had a whole collection of paintings by local artists, including a winter scene with several deer. It reminded her of her own backyard.
“I still can’t believe you have a Cassatt and a Bonheur in your living room.” Audrey held tight to her hand as they reached the bottom of the hill and headed into the woods on one of the paths Michelle had created. “And a St. Claire in your bedroom. That’s so badass. You, Michelle Thompson, are extremely badass.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that . . .”
“You are.” There was something fierce in Audrey’s tone, and this wasn’t the first time she’d come to Michelle’s defense. Honestly, she had no idea what to make of it, except that she never wanted their time together to end.
“If you like animals, I know which path we should take,” she deflected.
“Okay, but I thought we agreed we prefer seeing wild animals from inside the house?” Audrey glanced cautiously around them.
“We did.” Michelle smiled, purposefully playing coy, but she wanted to see Audrey’s face when they reached their destination. She had a feeling it would be worth it.
“Okay. I’m trusting you not to lead me to an angry bear’s den,” Audrey said playfully.
“Good. This is actually my favorite time of year to hike. It’s cold enough that there are no bugs. You can even walk through thick vegetation and not worry about ticks, but it’s not so cold that it’s miserable, and there’s not much snow on the ground yet. This light covering makes it so easy to see animal tracks, though. I think early December is perfect.”
“I probably wouldn’t have thought to hike in December at all, but you’re right. This is really nice.” Her hand was still in Michelle’s.
“It’s so quiet. Another reason I love hiking in December.” Michelle gazed through the trees ahead. Their branches were mostly bare now, although a few brittle brown leaves still clung, rustling in the breeze. The trail parted before them, and she made a left turn.
“Are we still on your property?” Audrey asked. “Did your house come with these trails?”
“Yes, and no. I made them myself.”
“Well, holy shit. That’s impressive. How? I wouldn’t know where to start.”
“First, I came through the woods with little colored flags to mark out potential routes. I did that last year this time, when it was safe to walk through the underbrush without picking up ticks. Then I used a brush trimmer to remove vegetation along my new trails, and I brought out the chain saw to take down a few small trees that were in the way. Now they just require maintenance. During the greener months, I have to come out here once a month or so and trim it all back so nature doesn’t reclaim her land.”
Audrey gave Michelle a heated once over. “Okay, now I’m picturing you out here with a chain saw, and let me tell you, that is one hot mental image. Please tell me you wore flannel to get the job done.”
“I might have. I honestly don’t remember, but I do own flannel.” Michelle hadn’t thought of herself as hot in such a long time, and it was undeniably good for her self-esteem to know that Audrey did.
Audrey used the hand that was holding Michelle’s to haul her in for a kiss. “Promise me that next time you come out here with the chain saw, you’ll invite me along?”
“To help or to watch?” Michelle’s hands were on Audrey’s waist now, and kissing in the woods was yet another new thing she loved.
“Either. Both. I’ve never used a chain saw.”
“Clearly, you haven’t lived in Vermont as long as I have.” Michelle pressed her lips to Audrey’s again, and then they continued down the path, their boots crunching delightfully over the snow-covered leaves.
“That’s true. You’re an interesting dichotomy, the prim and proper Brit who wears tweed while she sips tea and collects art, but who’s also at home with a chain saw while dodging bears on the trails she built herself.”
“I suppose I’ve lived here longer than I lived in London,” she mused. “I hadn’t thought about that before.”
“Where do you feel more at home?”
Michelle shrugged. “I don’t know. I still think of London as home, but it’s been so long since I truly lived there.”
Ahead, she could see the end of the trail, her neighbor’s field visible through the trees. Audrey didn’t seem to have noticed yet, so Michelle let the surprise build for another moment.
“The Boston area will always be home for me, I think,” Audrey was saying. “Although Vermont feels familiar in a nostalgic way since I spent four years here during college. I was in such a different place in my life, though. I’m learning the area as an adult for the first time.”
“Ready for your surprise?” Michelle asked.
“Yes. Oh!” Audrey had finally spotted the wooden fence ahead. “Wait, what is this?”
“Animals, and you can even pet them. I visit them at least once a week when the weather’s nice.” Michelle walked to the fence and looked out into the field. Her neighbor’s horses immediately began plodding over for face rubs. They were a pretty pair, sleek and brown during the warmer months, although their coats were impressively shaggy right now to protect them from the winter air.
“Why are there horses in a pen in the middle of the woods?” Audrey asked, sounding vaguely outraged.
“Because we aren’t in the middle of the woods. My neighbor’s house is just over there.” Michelle pointed to the structure barely visible along the tree line. “The road wraps around on the other side of those trees.”
“Oh.” Audrey grinned at the horse in front of her, then gave it a cautious rub. The horse snorted, bobbing his head.
“That one is called Max,” Michelle told her.
“Aww, you know their names?”
“Yes. I even have permission to bring them the occasional carrot.”
Audrey gave her an aggrieved look. “Why didn’t we bring treats for them today, then?”
“Because I didn’t know we were heading this way until we were already in the woods.” She paused, summoning her courage for what she was about to say. “Next time?”
Audrey beamed at her. “Definitely.”



CHAPTER NINETEEN
Michelle entered Holman Hall on Monday afternoon, deep in thought over how best to tell Kate about her new relationship with Audrey. Kate had requested an update if Michelle and Audrey kissed again, but should she email Kate or call? Or should she wait until Kate got in touch and then casually mention that she and Audrey were seeing each other?
Speaking of Audrey, Michelle couldn’t wait to have tea together later that afternoon. The end of the semester was rapidly approaching, and everyone felt it, faculty and students alike. In Michelle’s morning classes, the students were full of questions about their essays and final exams, and she anticipated that her office hours would be much the same.
As she approached the stairwell, she passed Mercy, who gave her a polite smile.
“I heard you have a new exhibit at the gallery downtown,” Michelle said.
Mercy gave her a curious look. “Yes, I do.”
Michelle knew Mercy didn’t like her. She also knew it was her own fault. She’d quit making an effort with her colleagues long before Mercy joined the faculty, but maybe it was time for that to change. “I just wanted to say congratulations. I hope to stop by and see it this week.”
Mercy’s expression warmed. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”
“Of course. I like your style. It’s reminiscent of Lee Krasner.”
“She’s one of my inspirations,” Mercy said. “I love her drip technique. Let me know what you think if you stop by the exhibit.”
“I will. Enjoy your afternoon.”
Upstairs in her office, Michelle fixed herself a cup of tea—just one until Audrey arrived—but she liked having a cup in hand during her office hours. Almost as soon as she’d settled at her desk, the first student arrived. It was Nuala McGarry, the older student in Michelle’s introductory art history class.
Michelle liked Nuala a lot. She seemed to genuinely enjoy Michelle’s class, and her written work so far had been intelligent and well thought out. Today, Nuala had on jeans and a red sweater, with candy cane earrings.
“Hi, Nuala. How are you?”
“I’m good. Got a minute for me?”
“Of course.” Michelle gestured to the guest chairs in front of her desk. “What can I help you with?”
“I just had a quick question about our final essay. You said we could write about any of the artists you’d covered in class, but I’d like to write about Mary Cassatt, and you only mentioned her in passing during one of your lectures. We didn’t spend much time on her work, so I wanted to make sure that was okay.”
Michelle picked up her teacup, frustrated to realize she’d only mentioned Cassatt in passing. Had her class really become that male centered? “Of course, that’s okay. I’m a big fan of Cassatt’s work, so I look forward to seeing what you come up with. What drew you to her specifically?”
“There’s just something about her paintings. She painted a lot of women and children, you know?” Nuala paused, as if considering. “I really relate to those tender moments of motherhood. They remind me of when my daughter was little. I’d like to learn more about who she was as a person, so this essay seemed like the perfect opportunity.”
“I think you’ve made a great choice, then,” Michelle said. “Interestingly, Cassatt didn’t have children of her own.”
“Well, that’s . . . that’s actually shocking to me.”
“It’s thought that she may have used her paintings to express her longing to be a mother or perhaps to show her admiration for mothers. It could be an interesting angle for your essay, what you make of Cassatt’s reasonings.”
“Yeah. You’ve got me even more curious about her now. I like women who don’t follow the norms, women who surprise you.” Nuala grinned at her.
“I’m drawn to those types of women myself,” Michelle agreed. “And I have to admit I’ve been curious how you ended up in my class. What are you studying?”
“Business management. I actually started my degree about thirty years ago, right here at NU, but I fell in love and got married young. Then I got pregnant the summer before my senior year, and I ended up dropping out. No regrets, because my daughter is everything to me, but I always wished I’d found a way to finish my degree.”
“Attending college with a young child must be very difficult,” Michelle said. “And back then, I don’t imagine there were many programs in place to help.”
“No, there probably weren’t, but to be honest, I didn’t even look. My husband wanted me to stay home with our daughter, so I did, and like I said, no regrets. We had a good life, but I lost him a few years ago. Then last year, I lost my mom. She didn’t leave much behind, but she had a little bit in savings, and before she died, she told me she wanted me to spend it on something I’d always wanted, something I didn’t think I’d be able to have. I spent a lot of time thinking about what that ‘something’ would be, and eventually, I decided it would be my college degree.”
“That’s beautiful.” Michelle was touched by Nuala’s story.
“I’ve been a secretary most of my life, and now I’m hoping to reenter the workforce as an office manager. I just figure, it’s never too late for a change, you know?”
“That’s a good attitude to have.” Michelle thought of the feelers she’d put out for academic jobs in the UK, of the book she was writing. Perhaps Nuala’s words were timely, a reminder that Michelle could start over too. “And I can’t wait to read your essay about Mary Cassatt. Something tells me it’s going to be very insightful.”
Nuala stood. “I hope so, Dr. Thompson. Anyway, I’ve taken up enough of your time, but thanks for listening and for the okay on my essay. I’ll see you in class on Thursday.”
“See you then.”
Michelle took another sip of her tea and glanced at the time on her phone. Only forty-five minutes until she got to see Audrey again.

Audrey and Michelle had tea together every afternoon that week, but they only managed to see each other outside work once. With the end of the semester approaching, they’d both been busy grading papers.
Yesterday, they had gone to Mercy’s exhibition together, but they’d taken separate cars, just in case. Audrey was so proud of her friend, although she’d only been able to afford one of Mercy’s smallest pieces. Surprisingly, Michelle had bought one, too, an abstract black-and-white painting that would complement her home decor nicely.
When Audrey stopped in the doorway of Michelle’s office on Friday afternoon to ask if she wanted to make plans for the weekend, her brain promptly short-circuited. Michelle had on the pale-blue tweed blazer that was Audrey’s absolute favorite, reading glasses perched on her nose as she typed on her laptop.
She was the Dr. Thompson of Audrey’s fantasies.
“Audrey?” Michelle looked up at her with the little smile that always made Audrey’s heart miss a beat.
Today, it did more than that. Today, Audrey’s heart tripped over itself as she realized her fantasy woman was actually hers. She sat in one of Michelle’s guest chairs and leaned forward, speaking in a low voice meant only for Michelle. “You look exceptionally hot today.”
Michelle removed her glasses, giving Audrey a quizzical look. “I do?”
“Mm-hmm. I’ve always had a thing for you in tweed.”
Michelle tugged at the lapel of her blazer. “It happens to be one of my favorites too. Comfortable, and I like the way it looks.”
“I like the way it looks on you, too . . . a lot.”
Michelle smoothed a hand over her blazer while her expression softened, as if knowing her outfit turned Audrey on was turning her on too. “Would you like to come over tonight?”
“I would.” Audrey had even packed an overnight bag . . . just in case. “I’m going to enjoy taking you out of that blazer, that’s for damn sure.”
“And what about the rest of what I’m wearing?” Michelle’s voice was low to prevent it from carrying, and it made her words sound even sexier.
Audrey leaned forward, letting her gaze slide from Michelle’s face to the blazer before taking in her neatly tucked black blouse. It buttoned down the front, which would indeed be fun to take off. Audrey dragged her gaze over each button, mentally unfastening them, and she was rewarded by a sharp inhale from Michelle.
“I think I’ll enjoy taking that blouse off you, yes,” Audrey murmured, then dropped her gaze to Michelle’s lap.
Michelle shifted in her seat as Audrey’s eyes roamed over her fitted black slacks. “Audrey . . .” It came out a strangled whisper.
“Careful. The door to your office is wide open. Wouldn’t want anyone to see or hear anything they shouldn’t . . .” Audrey was teasing now, enjoying watching her squirm. She rested her elbows on the front of Michelle’s desk, loving the way Michelle’s hips looked in those pants. Her ass probably looked even better. “What would I find under those pants? Did you wear something nice, hoping I’d come over later?”
“You’ll have to wait and see,” Michelle murmured, staring at Audrey’s breasts.
“Describe them for me?” Audrey rested her chin in her hand, leaning even closer.
Michelle’s pupils had almost eclipsed the brown of her eyes. “They’re black, with a lace trim.”
Fuck. Me. Hearing Michelle describe her panties while she sat behind her desk, all buttoned up with one leg crossed primly over the other, was almost more than Audrey could take.
“Your turn.” Something in Michelle seemed to have shifted over the last minute or so as she went from reluctant to active participant in their flirting. Now she was eyeing Audrey like a woman who wanted to be absolutely ravished.
“P-pink,” Audrey stammered. “A matching set, also with lace.”
“Oh, I do want to see that.” Michelle’s gaze raked over her, making the fine hairs on Audrey’s skin stand at attention. In the hallway, footsteps echoed, and she and Michelle fell silent. If the look on Michelle’s face was any indication, she was mentally undressing Audrey right now, and Audrey was so turned on, it wasn’t even funny.
Marcus passed by in the hallway, so engrossed in whatever he was looking at on his cell phone, he probably wouldn’t have noticed if Michelle and Audrey were making out on her desk. As soon as his footsteps faded away, Audrey stood and crossed the room. She closed the door to Michelle’s office, then made a show of turning the lock.
Audrey heard movement behind her, and for a moment, she thought Michelle was about to end the game. Hell, Audrey wasn’t even sure what she intended to do with their newfound privacy—kiss her, probably—but when she turned around, she found the blinds on the window shut and Michelle perched on the edge of her desk, wearing her most haughty professor face. Audrey’s clit throbbed at the sight.
Audrey stalked toward her. She crowded right into Michelle’s personal space—without touching her—watching as Michelle’s breathing picked up speed and the most delightful flush rose on her chest. Audrey braced one hand on either side of Michelle’s hips on the polished cherry of her desk, leaning in until her lips were only millimeters from Michelle’s.
“You, on that desk, in that blazer? I’m about to fulfill a fantasy with you.” She kept her voice a low murmur even with the door closed, because the walls in this building weren’t particularly soundproof. Michelle had the last office on this side of the hall, and Audrey was pretty sure Thomas, who had the office to her right, had already left for the day, but they were breaking the rules right now, so they really couldn’t be too careful.
“Are you sure about that?” Michelle’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Because it would be highly unethical to do what you’re suggesting. We agreed to keep things professional while we’re on campus.” She said the words, but she was breathing heavily, her eyes burning into Audrey’s with so much heat, Audrey knew Michelle was as wet as she was.
“I don’t care about ethics right now. I’ve been fantasizing about taking you on this desk since I was a freshman . . .”
Michelle gave her head a quick shake. “No. If we do this, we stay in the present. No talking about when you were my student. It makes me uncomfortable.”
“Got it. See? We’re really good at communicating our comfort levels, and as it happens, I’ve also fantasized about taking you on this desk since I moved in across the hall. In fact, I’ve thought about it a lot.” Audrey leaned closer, but still, she didn’t touch her.
Michelle’s eyes were molten, her bottom lip pinched between her teeth, and she was breathing so fast Audrey worried she might hyperventilate. Michelle arched her back just the tiniest bit, so her breasts brushed against Audrey’s, and for several long seconds, they lingered like that, practically molded together while still not touching in any satisfying way. Audrey’s hands were on the desk, her mouth still hovering over Michelle’s.
“Are you going to fuck me or not?” Michelle spoke suddenly, eyes blazing into Audrey’s, and oh god, she sounded so authoritative. It was a line right out of one of Audrey’s most illicit fantasies. Her core clenched, soaking her underwear.
“Have you thought about this? About me taking you on your desk?” Audrey nudged Michelle’s thighs apart so she could stand between them, shifting her weight so she wasn’t leaning on her hands, because she needed them for more interesting things. She trailed her fingertips over Michelle’s blazer, loving how soft the fibers were against her skin. It was even softer than she’d imagined. No wonder it was Michelle’s favorite.
“No,” Michelle whispered, her breath warm against Audrey’s cheeks. “But I’m thinking about it now.”
Audrey popped the first button on Michelle’s blouse, revealing a glimpse of her collarbones. Michelle gulped, eyes fluttering shut.
“I’ve thought about it,” Audrey murmured. “Those afternoons when we were sitting in here drinking tea? I was thinking about it.” She popped another button. “I imagined kneeling between your legs while you sat behind your desk, unraveling you while you tried to keep a straight face in case anyone walked by.”
Another button.
Another gulp from Michelle.
Audrey kept going. “I imagined bending you over your desk from behind. I’m not really a fan of the whole ‘sweep everything onto the floor’ scenario that you see on TV, because . . . what a mess. But this might be my favorite scenario of all: fucking you while you’re perched on your desk, all buttoned up, looking so professional, so untouchable.”
“I . . . oh god.” Michelle’s thighs clamped around Audrey’s hips.
Audrey was doing her best to respect Michelle’s wishes and stay in the present, even in her thoughts. But the reality was, she’d had dozens—if not hundreds—of illicit fantasies about Michelle at her desk over the years. And now that it was actually happening? Audrey was so turned on, her body was overheating.
The next button sprang free, fully revealing Michelle’s breasts and the black lacy bra she’d told Audrey about. It was on the simple side, nothing overly revealing, which Audrey was coming to realize was Michelle’s style. She didn’t wear showy lingerie. Michelle’s underwear was practical but pretty, and it made Audrey weak at the knees.
She traced a finger over the lace fringe between Michelle’s breasts, and Michelle hissed out a breath, her thighs tightening around Audrey’s hips.
Audrey popped the next button.
“Audrey,” Michelle begged, hips shifting restlessly.
“Almost there . . .” The next button took her nearly to the waistband of Michelle’s pants. Audrey tugged, untucking the silky material of her blouse from her pants, and then she trailed her fingers up and down Michelle’s stomach, loving the way her muscles clenched beneath Audrey’s touch. “I’m going to have to leave the blazer on, though.”
“If you must.” Michelle shifted, pressing her hips against Audrey.
“Oh, I must.” She popped the button on Michelle’s pants, then lowered the zipper to reveal black lace-edged panties. She leaned in to whisper in Michelle’s ear. “Are you wet?”
Michelle’s whimper was answer enough. “Yes,” she managed in a shaky voice.
Audrey paused, thinking through her next step. She wanted to get Michelle out of her pants, but it kind of ruined the moment if she let Michelle get down from the desk. Right now, they were caught up in a perfect desk-sex fantasy, and Audrey didn’t want to break it with a mundane “Hop down for me so you can take off your pants.”
So, she improvised.
“Hands on my shoulders,” she told Michelle.
Michelle complied without question, her fingers gripping Audrey’s shoulders eagerly.
“Now hold on to me, and let me take as much of your weight as you can, okay?”
Michelle’s brow wrinkled for a moment before she caught on, and then she wrapped her arms around Audrey’s shoulders, hanging on to her. It wasn’t the sexiest move, but somehow it still felt sexy as fuck as Audrey gripped Michelle’s pants and underwear, sliding them down her legs in a fairly smooth move . . . until they met her shoes.
Everything got caught in a bunch at Michelle’s ankles, and they both broke into spontaneous laughter before Michelle kicked, sending her clothes to the floor. She repositioned herself on the desk, now naked from the waist down, and if this wasn’t the most erotic image in the world . . .
Michelle sat with her hair impeccably done, her blouse unbuttoned, still wearing her bra and her blazer . . . and nothing else. Audrey took a moment to appreciate the image before her.
She was appreciating something else too. In her fantasies, she’d never had to think through logistics. Clothes had magically disappeared, and every position had worked the first time. She never would have imagined shared laughter while Michelle kicked off her pants, but somehow it made this moment more real, more intimate, and that made it even better.
“You’re spectacular,” she whispered, trailing one of her hands from Michelle’s stomach down to her knee and back up, this time slipping into the space between her thighs. Michelle gasped, her hips jerking as Audrey’s fingers found the copious wetness waiting for her there.
“Shh,” Audrey cautioned as she pressed a finger against Michelle’s clit. “You have to be quiet. God, you’re so wet for me. I fuckin’ love it.” She kept her own voice pitched just over a whisper, too low for anyone’s ears but Michelle’s.
Michelle released a shaky breath. “Audrey, please.”
“This moment always ends the same way in my fantasy . . .”
“How?” Michelle whispered.
“With you coming against my tongue . . . sitting right here on your desk.”
“Yes,” Michelle hissed. “Please.”
“Hold on, then.” First, she pressed forward, capturing Michelle’s lips for a passionate kiss. Then she dropped to her knees in front of the desk. She looked up, savoring the view of Michelle’s bare legs, the delicate vee of dark curls between her thighs, followed by that blue tweed blazer. Each new moment of this encounter was a snapshot for Audrey’s erotic mental library, and god, this one might be the best of all.
Audrey slid her hands up Michelle’s thighs. She grasped her hips, guiding her to the edge of the desk, and then she brought her mouth against Michelle, eliciting a strangled whimper. Audrey pressed the flat of her tongue against her, covering her as Michelle’s hips bucked and her hands gripped the edge of the desk.
“Yes,” Michelle gasped, pushing herself more firmly against Audrey’s mouth.
“I love that word,” Audrey murmured against her. “I hope to hear a lot more of it in the next few minutes.”
“You will. Oh . . .” Michelle’s voice went high pitched at the end, and she gulped as if swallowing a cry of pleasure.
Audrey got to work in earnest then. After all that teasing, Michelle seemed fairly worked up, and Audrey didn’t want to keep her waiting. She licked and sucked, periodically glancing up to appreciate the myriad expressions on Michelle’s face as she grew closer to her release. Carefully, Audrey pushed two fingers inside her.
“Yes.” Michelle’s eyes slammed shut, and her head tipped back, providing Audrey with a spectacular view of her throat. Audrey grazed her teeth against Michelle’s clit, loving the way she trembled in response. Michelle gripped Audrey’s shoulders, her breathing strained as she fought to keep herself quiet. “Yes, Audrey. Yes.”
She looked down, and their gazes locked. Audrey had always been captivated by Michelle’s eyes, and right now they were impossibly affectionate. She was looking at Audrey like she was the center of the universe, and that had certainly never been the case in her fantasies.
Audrey never wanted the moment to end, but almost before she’d prepared herself, Michelle’s hips jerked. Her body tensed with a whispered cry, her inner walls fluttering around Audrey’s fingers, and then she slumped, swaying dangerously backward on her desk.
“Oh god, Audrey, that was . . .”
“It was perfect.” Even better than Audrey’s fantasies. Because the reality of Michelle coming apart on her desk while looking at Audrey like that? It was everything.



CHAPTER TWENTY
Michelle lay with one hand splayed across Audrey’s stomach, feeling the gentle rise and fall of her breaths. It was just past eight, and they’d been in bed since supper, satiating their seemingly endless need for each other. Michelle still couldn’t believe what they’d done in her office earlier. She was not the type of person to engage in office sex, and yet . . .
Yes, she’d sanitized her desk before she left for the day, but she had no regrets. She wasn’t sure if she’d ever felt sexier than she did with Audrey kneeling between her thighs, gazing up at Michelle as if she was every one of her fantasies brought to life.
“When do you fly to the UK?” Audrey asked, rolling to face her.
“Hmm?”
“For Christmas? You’re flying home to see your parents, right? Or did you decide not to go?”
“No, I’m going, but not until the twenty-third, and I’ll be back on the twenty-seventh. I’m spending the day after Christmas with Kate and her family.” Three days with her own family would be more than enough. “And you? How long will you be in Massachusetts?”
Audrey shrugged, one hand playing gently in Michelle’s hair. “I haven’t made definitive plans since I’m just driving down. I’ll be back before the new year, though. Maybe we can spend some time together?”
“As long as it doesn’t involve a New Year’s Eve party. After my parents’ various holiday gatherings, I’ll be finished socializing until the start of the spring semester.” She cringed internally, hoping her antisocial tendencies wouldn’t put Audrey off.
But Audrey was gazing at her with an adoring expression. “I would love nothing more than to ring in the new year right here in your bed.”
“Really? You wouldn’t rather be at a party?”
“I go to New Year’s Eve parties sometimes but usually just a small get together with friends to watch the ball drop. I definitely enjoy socializing more than you do, but I’m not a party animal, and I’d love to spend more time together over the break. It could be a great chance for us to get to know each other better outside of work.”
“I’d like that. Other than my trip to the UK, I have no plans.” It had only been a week since they first slept together. That night, they’d decided to keep their relationship casual to start, but already, it felt a lot more serious than Michelle had expected. In fact, she suddenly realized she’d made a significant oversight. She’d inadvertently kept something important from Audrey. Michelle sat up, hugging her knees to her chest. “There’s something you should know.”
“What is it?” Audrey sat up too. “You look serious. Is everything okay?”
“Yes.” Michelle shook her head. “Actually, no. I don’t know. Let’s put some clothes on, and I’ll start the kettle for tea.” Because right now she felt entirely too naked, both physically and emotionally.
Audrey put a hand on Michelle’s knee. “You’re freaking me out. Give me a hint?”
“Oh, yes, sorry. It’s work related.”
Audrey visibly relaxed. “Okay. Let’s have some tea, and you can tell me what’s on your mind.”
“All right.” Michelle felt ridiculously pleased as Audrey opened her duffel bag and took out lounge pants and a long-sleeved top. She loved that Audrey had planned ahead and brought some things with her. It spoke to how quickly their relationship was progressing. This didn’t feel casual, not that she was complaining.
Michelle got up and slipped into comfortable clothes of her own, then went into the bathroom, surprised to find Muse curled up on the bath mat. “What are you doing in here?” she murmured to the cat, who watched her out of slitted eyes. Probably, Muse was annoyed with her for having Audrey in her bed. Lately, Muse had been occupying that space, taking over the side of the bed where Kelly used to sleep.
Michelle never understood what was going through Muse’s mind. The cat remained a mystery, but her disdain for Michelle was clear enough as she immediately got up and scratched at the bathroom door, unhappy about having been closed in with her.
After freshening up, Michelle opened the bathroom door, rolling her eyes as Muse darted out, racing through the bedroom and into the hall beyond. So dramatic. Audrey went into the bathroom next, so Michelle went downstairs and started her kettle. She set a box of tea bags on the kitchen table so Audrey could select whatever blend she preferred.
Michelle opted for lavender-chamomile since it was so late in the evening, although it was unlikely she’d have trouble sleeping after all the energy she and Audrey had burned together. She’d just sat at the table when Audrey entered the kitchen.
“So, what’s this big work-related thing you wanted to talk to me about?” Audrey asked as she sat in the chair opposite Michelle, selecting raspberry tea for herself.
“It’s not big, at least not yet . . . but it might become big.” Michelle looked down at her tea, then back at Audrey. “You must know I haven’t been happy at Northshire for a while.”
Audrey’s brow furrowed. “I guess I did.”
“I used to love my job more than anything in the world.” Michelle lifted the string on her tea bag and gave it a stir, watching as the amber color swirled through the water. “When you first met me, back when you were a student . . . that was a good time in my life.”
“I noticed you seemed happier then,” Audrey said quietly.
“I was, but that was a long time ago. Lately, well . . . I see you in front of a classroom, and I know you’re the future of the department. You’ve got so much energy and passion, and your students are responding to it. That’s not the case for me anymore, and so, I think it might be time for me to move on, to leave NU.”
Audrey stared at her with wide, questioning eyes. “Where would you go?”
“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Michelle gave her tea another stir. “I’ve applied for a few positions back in the UK.”
“Oh shit.” Audrey’s mouth actually gaped. “When you said you might be moving on, you meant that in a really big way.”
“Not necessarily. I applied for those positions before we were together, and even then, it was more of a pipe dream than something I really expected to happen. I’m not even sure I want to move back to the UK. I’m not sure about anything, except that I’m not happy in my current job. These last few months, watching you thrive at work, I felt like it was a sign for me to move on. Now that you’re sharing my bed, it feels like . . . something else. I don’t have any job offers on the table. I might be at Northshire for years yet. I just wanted you to know where my head has been. I feel that my time at Northshire is reaching an end, but I can’t say when—or if—I’ll leave, or where I’ll go if I do.”
“That’s a lot to take in.” Audrey reached for her hand and gave it a squeeze. “But I appreciate your honesty. I didn’t know you were that unhappy here.”
“Oh, please. You’ve seen how I am at work, and you’ve heard what they say about me. I’m not naive. I know I’m the scapegoat for everything that’s wrong with our department. And all you have to do is check that god-awful ‘rate my teacher’ website to know what my students think of me.” Michelle exhaled roughly. “I may come across as if it doesn’t bother me, but I don’t want to spend the rest of my life at a job where almost everyone dislikes me.”
“And you shouldn’t have to. If you’re that unhappy, you should absolutely look for a new job. Maybe even a new career? Have you considered publishing your book instead of looking for another university position?”
“I have, and I wish that was a realistic goal, but I haven’t even finished writing it yet, and the research I’ve done indicates I’m unlikely to earn a living writing historical fiction novels anytime soon. I’ll need a new day job before I can quit this one. Or maybe . . .” She paused to gather her thoughts before she said more than she’d intended. But then again, she and Audrey had promised to be open with each other. “Maybe I’ll find new joy at NU with you in my life. Nothing is certain. I just wanted you to know there’s a possibility I’ll be leaving.”
“I get that.” Audrey paused, fidgeting with her mug. “It just hurts to think I might lose you so soon after we started dating.”
It hurt Michelle to think of losing Audrey too. That had never been her intention. “I know it’s too soon for us to talk about our future, but if I get a job offer somewhere else, I’d like to have that conversation with you then.”
Audrey blinked at her. “Really?”
“Yes, unless you see us as something short term?” Because Audrey looked so surprised that Michelle had mentioned their future, and she didn’t like the way that made her feel.
“No, I don’t.” Audrey pressed her lips together. “I just assumed . . . well, I’ve always prioritized career opportunities over relationships, and the people I’ve dated in the past have too. You’re different, Michelle. In so many ways. Good ways.”
“I don’t make relationship decisions—or any major life decisions—lightly,” Michelle said. “It was fairly monumental for me to decide that there might be another chapter to my professional life, a chapter after NU. No one would ever call me impulsive, so whatever happens next for me, if you and I are still together, I would very much like to talk about it with you and factor our relationship into my decision.”
“I really appreciate that.” Audrey scooted her chair around the table so they were sitting side by side. “And I want you to be happy, whatever that looks like. Maybe I’ve been in denial about it, because the idea of you leaving NU just as I’m getting started here feels so incomprehensible to me, but I do see how unhappy you are. So, whatever you need to do to bring more joy into your life, please do it.”
“It means a lot to hear you say that.” Honestly, Michelle couldn’t even fathom it. No one in her life had ever supported her this way. Her family had ridiculed her for staying in America after grad school, when teaching at Oxford or Cambridge would have been so much more prestigious. Never mind that she’d married a woman, a fact that still got her old-fashioned parents in a twist.
And Kelly? It took Michelle entirely too many years to realize that Kelly had always put her own needs first. She and Michelle had moved to Vermont because Kelly got a job here. She’d pressured Michelle to stay at NU until she’d gotten tenure, and once she got it? Kelly wouldn’t hear any talk of Michelle leaving. She’d told Michelle not to rock the boat. Why would she risk everything by leaving a job that was essentially guaranteed for the rest of her professional life?
So, Michelle stayed. She stagnated. She endured. But now, with Audrey at her side, anything and everything felt possible.

Michelle did her best to hold on to that feeling as she wrapped up the fall semester and flew to the UK to spend the holiday with her family. But as she sat in the living room of her parents’ house on Christmas Day, it was hard to feel anything but uncomfortable.
As much as she yearned for home when she was in Vermont, now that she was in London, she was reminded that she didn’t fit in here either. Perhaps the only place she felt like she truly belonged was with Audrey.
“Tommy, take that outside before you break something,” her brother, Carl, called out as Tommy raced through the living room, chasing after his new remote control car. The car narrowly missed the Christmas tree, causing his parents to cringe, before Tommy obeyed his father and took it outside.
Michelle had enjoyed the distraction of Tommy and his car. He was a sweet boy, full of energy that no one in this family seemed to know how to manage. He wasn’t the source of Michelle’s current discomfort. That was caused by the adults in the room. Both her siblings were here with their heteronormative families, sharing life updates that met traditional expectations.
Michelle’s mother oohed and aahed over anniversaries and school performances while giving her pointed looks as if to remind her that she was forty-five, childless, and divorced. Two of those things she was fine with. She couldn’t change her age, and she’d never wanted children. She enjoyed doting on her niece and nephew when she was in town, but that was enough.
As for being divorced, she hadn’t planned on that, but she wasn’t exactly single anymore either. She and Audrey hadn’t discussed it yet, beyond being exclusive with each other, but was Audrey her girlfriend? Michelle’s heart said yes.
“Michelle, Oliver Braithwaite will be joining us for dinner.”
She turned toward her mother. “Oh?”
“Yes, dear.” Elizabeth Thompson regarded her over the rim of her wineglass. “It will help the table look more balanced.”
An even number of men and women at Christmas dinner. Only her mother would care about something so meaningless. Obviously, by this pointed comment, Oliver would be seated next to Michelle for the sake of appearances. She sipped her wine in lieu of a response.
“He’s single,” her mother added, as if Michelle hadn’t caught on to where this was going yet. “He leads the youth group at church. All the women are quite taken with him. A real charmer.”
Michelle’s eye twitched. Her mother was essentially setting her up with a man . . . at Christmas dinner. Never mind that she’d known Michelle was a lesbian for decades now.
As if on cue, the doorbell rang. Michelle was introduced to Oliver Braithwaite, a slightly stuffy man about five years her senior. He attempted to impress Michelle with his meager knowledge of art, which didn’t seem to extend past a fascination with Matisse and a recent visit to an interactive Van Gogh exhibit.
It was a miserable dinner, followed by more awkward conversation. The rest of the evening promised to be just as unbearable as the family began preparing for church. It had long been a point of contention between Michelle and her family that Kelly wouldn’t attend services at a church that refused to recognize her marriage. Last year, Michelle had attended for the first time in many years in a bid to keep the peace with her parents.
She’d sat there, quietly fuming that everyone in that sanctimonious building seemed to find her more palatable single and miserable than happily married, simply because she’d married a woman. She’d hated every moment.
“Actually, I’m going to stay home tonight,” she told her mother quietly.
“You’re skipping church?” her mother asked unnecessarily, probably hoping that Michelle would acquiesce as she usually did when her mother forced the issue. “But it’s the Christmas service. I’ve told everyone to expect you.”
The room, which had been filled with idle chatter, silenced in an instant.
“Then you can make an excuse for my absence. Tell them I’m feeling poorly.” It wasn’t even a lie. Michelle had gotten her period yesterday, and she was crampy and irritable, not that it would have stopped her from attending church if it were somewhere she’d wanted to be.
Her mother’s lips pursed. “Why must you always be so difficult? The Christmas service is a time to see and be seen. Oliver—”
“Mother,” Michelle interrupted. “Please let it go. I’m not going to change my mind.”
With a huff, her mother sipped from her wine. “Fine, but you’ve disappointed me greatly, Michelle. I want you to know that.”
Michelle flinched, wishing her mother’s words no longer had the power to hurt her. Despite her mother’s homophobia, she would never bring unflattering attention to the family by publicly disowning Michelle. Instead, it was all these little moments, death by a thousand cuts.
The conversation shifted as everyone finished getting ready. The children washed up and changed into their nicest clothes, and most of the adults rushed to have one more drink before they left. Michelle’s father came down from his study, where he’d been drinking whisky since dinner because he couldn’t stand to be in the same room with his wife. They hated each other, and yet their marriage was held up as some sort of pillar of propriety because of their genders.
Usually, Michelle did her best to grin and bear it, but tonight the hypocrisy made her furious. She remembered how Audrey had questioned why she came here at all when her family treated her like this. Perhaps this would be the last year she spent Christmas in a house where she wasn’t truly welcome.
Once they had gone, Michelle poured herself a glass of her father’s best whisky and retreated to her room, where she sent Audrey a quick text. Merry Christmas. Hope you’re enjoying the day with your family.
To her surprise, her phone immediately began to ring.
“Hi,” she answered as her chest filled with a warmth she hadn’t felt since she left Vermont two days ago.
“Merry Christmas,” Audrey said in her ear. “How’s your day been? It’s almost over where you are, isn’t it?”
“Yes. My family just left for church, so I’ve got the house to myself for a few hours.”
“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” Audrey asked in a teasing tone. Michelle could hear laughter and conversation in the background, the sounds of a happy holiday.
“Good, at least until they get home. My mother wasn’t pleased that I wouldn’t go with them.”
“Why didn’t you? Is their church super homophobic?”
“Got it in one.” Michelle tried to keep her tone lighter than she felt. “It’s been a sore point between us for a while. Kelly and I always refused, but last year, I gave in and went, since I was alone. It was a mistake. So tonight, here I am. Tell me about your day. I’m sure it’s been better than mine.”
“I’m sure it has, although I’m sorry that’s the case,” Audrey said. “We started the morning with my dad’s homemade cinnamon rolls, which are amazing, and then we opened presents. We were in the middle of watching Elf when you texted, and I couldn’t wait another moment to hear your voice.”
Michelle touched her cheek, surprised to realize she was smiling. It might’ve been the first time she’d smiled all day. “I’m very glad to hear your voice, too, although I’m sorry for taking you away from your movie.”
“Pfft, I’ve seen it a dozen times. No worries.” She sounded so light, so carefree, and Michelle’s chest actually ached with the need to see her.
“Audrey . . .” Michelle pressed a hand to her heart, caught off guard by the strength of her yearning.
“Yeah?”
“I just . . . I miss you, that’s all.”
“I miss you too,” Audrey said, sounding unexpectedly serious. “I wish you were here, especially after what you’ve told me about your family. You deserve a holiday full of love and laughter too.”
“It sounds really nice.” And now she was getting choked up. What was the matter with her? She and Audrey had only been sleeping together for a few weeks! It was too soon for these feelings, way too soon. “I’m actually going to be here in the UK a little longer than planned, but perhaps we can share some of that holiday cheer once we’re both back in Vermont.”
“Definitely. But why are you staying longer?”
“Well, as you know, I’m spending tomorrow with Kate, but then I was able to arrange a meeting with Daniel, Eliza St. Claire’s great-grandson, before I fly home.”
“Oh, I can’t wait to hear how that goes. Once you’re back, come over to my house, and we can open presents in front of the Christmas tree.” Audrey had already teased Michelle for not decorating her own house, but right now, the idea of sitting with her in front of a Christmas tree felt perfect.
“That sounds nice.”
“Good.” Audrey paused. “Will Muse be lonely, though?”
“Hardly. She’s probably having the time of her life without me this week.”
“I doubt that. I bet you’re both feeling lonely right now, and that hurts my heart.”
Michelle blinked the dampness from her eyes. “I’m not lonely at this exact moment.”
“I’m glad,” Audrey said quietly. “And I’ll be celebrating with you in person before you know it.”
“I’m counting down the days.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Audrey set the lights on her tree to softly flicker. She’d been thrilled when she found lights with different settings so she could set them to white or multicolored, flashing or steady, depending on her mood. The gently flickering multicolored lights seemed fitting for tonight because she felt like a pulsing mass of colors in anticipation of seeing Michelle.
She was supposed to be here any minute, and maybe Audrey had gone a bit overboard preparing for her, but Michelle had sounded so sad on the phone on Christmas Day. It was almost New Year’s Eve now, but Audrey wanted to make sure Michelle had all the holiday cheer she could handle tonight.
Christmas music played softly through the speakers, and two gifts were wrapped beneath the tree in red-and-white-striped paper, topped with shiny silver bows. She’d put a chicken in the oven to roast right after she’d finished baking an apple pie, and consequently her house smelled amazing too.
Now all she needed was Michelle.
Right on cue, she heard a knock at the door. Audrey rushed to answer it. She pulled the door open to reveal Michelle standing there in a green sweater and black jeans, an enormous gift bag beside her on the porch and a small box in one hand.
Audrey’s arms were around her almost before she realized what she was doing. “Merry belated Christmas. You look fantastic.” She pulled back just far enough to press her lips to Michelle’s, thrilled by how enthusiastically Michelle responded to her kiss.
“So do you . . . at least, I think so. You didn’t give me a chance to look at you properly yet,” Michelle teased.
“Well, if you insist.” Audrey released her, motioning Michelle inside, then closed the door behind her.
Michelle made a show of looking Audrey up and down, appreciating the red knit dress she wore. “Stunning. Did you dress up just for me?”
“I did. What can I say? I was excited to spend my first Christmas with you. Or late Christmas . . . you know what I mean.”
“I do.” Michelle walked through the living room to set her gifts under the tree next to the ones Audrey had wrapped.
Audrey couldn’t begin to imagine what was in the huge bag, but she was just as interested in the smaller box Michelle had brought. Sometimes the best gifts came in small packages. She couldn’t wait to see what Michelle had gotten her and to give her gifts to Michelle. She felt positively giddy with anticipation.
Audrey had never been this invested in a relationship before. In fact . . . “There was one thing that bothered me the whole time I was at my parents’.”
“There was?” Michelle turned to face her with a look of concern. “But you said you’d had a nice holiday.” It seemed like her accent had gotten sharper since she’d visited the UK, and Audrey loved it. She loved Michelle. The realization swept over her, swift and sudden, leaving her reeling. Oh wow. Talk about getting ahead of herself . . .
“I wasn’t sure what to call you,” Audrey managed. “We hadn’t really discussed it, and things were so new between us before we left for Christmas break, but . . . can I call you my girlfriend, or is it too soon?” The question felt woefully inadequate now that Audrey had realized the depth of her feelings, but to her relief, Michelle was smiling.
“Actually, I was wondering the same thing—not that my family would have wanted to hear about you regardless—but yes, I would like to call you my girlfriend, even if I feel a bit old to have a girlfriend.”
“We can use a different term if you prefer. Partner or significant other?”
Michelle waved a hand. “Whichever. I’m not picky, but . . . we haven’t really talked about the age difference between us, aside from you having been my student, and maybe we should?”
“Nah,” Audrey countered. “Age is just a number. We’re both mature adults, and that’s all that matters as far as I’m concerned.” She motioned for Michelle to follow her into the kitchen so she could pour drinks. “Mulled wine?”
Michelle accepted the glass Audrey handed her. “Mm, perfect.”
They sat side by side on the sofa, staring at the Christmas tree. “I take it you and Kelly were the same age?”
“Yes.” Michelle sounded thoughtful. “And in that way, it’s good that you and I have a different dynamic, because things between me and Kelly were not good. The more distance I get from that relationship, the more I realize how bad it was. I always felt less with her. Her career came first, her wants, her needs. With you, I don’t know how to explain it, but everything just feels easy in a way I’m not sure it ever did with Kelly.”
Audrey’s heart felt too big for her chest. “I’m so sorry you felt that way in your marriage, but I’m so happy about how you feel with me, and for the record, I feel the same. Resisting you was the hard part. Being with you has been one of the easiest things I’ve ever done.”
“With you, I feel like more,” Michelle murmured, and after she’d just confessed that her ex-wife made her feel less, those might’ve been the most beautiful words Audrey had ever heard. “You make me feel like a better version of myself.”
“Oh, Michelle . . .” Audrey blinked back tears.
“I just wanted you to know.”
Michelle gazed at her with such warmth, such affection, it was almost more than Audrey could take. She wanted to declare her love and beg Michelle to be hers forever, no matter how ridiculous that sounded, given how new their relationship was. Because she felt like more with Michelle too. Audrey felt like she mattered to Michelle in a way she hadn’t in her previous relationships, like she was an important part of Michelle’s future, not merely a fun distraction.
The Christmas tree cast flickering colors over Michelle’s face as “All I Want for Christmas Is You” played softly through the speakers, and it was all just . . . perfect. Then Michelle was in her arms, mulled wine held precariously as they kissed. Michelle’s lips were hungry and insistent as they moved against Audrey’s. “I missed you so much.”
“I missed you too. For the record, I’m hoping you’ll stay tonight.”
“I’d love to.” Michelle nipped at her lip before lifting her head. “Also, I’d like to see as much of you as possible between now and the end of winter break.”
“Same. I have no plans except working on some new ceramic pieces.”
“And I have no plans except working on my book. Perhaps I could bring my laptop over one day, and we could work together?”
“I’d love that.”
“Good, but Audrey . . .” Michelle’s wine tipped dangerously as she maneuvered herself so her knees bracketed Audrey’s, straddling her.
“Yes?” Audrey asked breathlessly, her brain completely scrambled by the warm press of Michelle’s body against hers.
“How badly do you want to do whatever holiday festivities you have planned, or can I get you naked first?” Her eyes blazed into Audrey’s, and the raw need there made Audrey’s heart race. “Because when I say I missed you, I really missed you.”
Audrey had the whole evening mapped out, but . . . “Anything we do tonight counts as part of our holiday festivities, right?”
Michelle nodded, leaning in for another kiss.
“Actually, I have an idea,” Audrey murmured against her lips, then slid out from beneath Michelle. She placed both their wineglasses on the coffee table, then took the throw blanket from the back of the sofa and spread it in front of the Christmas tree. “What do you think?”
Michelle’s response was to stand up from the sofa with a sort of grace Audrey would never possess in a million years. She crossed the room and knelt on the blanket in front of Audrey. Her hands cupped Audrey’s face as she drew her in for the kind of kiss that made the temperature in the room seem to skyrocket.
Slowly, Michelle guided Audrey to the floor beneath her. Her hands were busy, roaming and caressing, building friction between them. She murmured an endless stream of “Yes, darling” and “You’re so beautiful” and “I need you” as their clothes came off. Audrey had never seen this side of Michelle before, equal parts gentle and ravenous. They made passionate love in front of the Christmas tree, and Audrey thought she might never get over the beauty of Michelle’s bare skin against the backdrop of colorful twinkling lights.
Afterward, they lay together, staring up at the tree with their arms around each other. In the kitchen, the timer beeped, letting Audrey know the chicken was ready, and she groaned good-naturedly, not ready to move just yet. She also didn’t want to put her dress back on. “How do you feel about enjoying the rest of our Christmas celebration in our pajamas?”
“One hundred percent in favor,” Michelle answered without hesitation. “My mother would be scandalized by the very idea.”
“Do you mean you’ve never opened presents in your pajamas?”
“That’s exactly what I mean.” Michelle’s face was pressed against Audrey’s chest, her words spreading warmth over Audrey’s skin. “I’d say I’m long overdue, wouldn’t you?”

As it turned out, Michelle loved opening presents in pajamas, or at least, she loved preparing to open presents while nestled in a cozy hoodie, lounge pants, and thick socks. She and Audrey had enjoyed a delicious dinner—also in pajamas—and now they sipped mulled wine as they settled on the sofa together.
Michelle could practically see her mother’s disapproving glare but immediately pushed the thought away. She was forming new traditions, and she was enjoying herself in the process.
“Hey, before we get started, how did it go with Daniel?” Audrey asked.
Michelle smiled. “We had a really nice conversation. Apparently, it’s always been known within the family that Eliza and Ada were a couple. They were the loves of each other’s lives, and they never hid that from their families. In fact, after Ada passed away, Eliza would tell stories to her grandchildren about how they met and fell in love. She was proud of who she was, but she lived before the world was ready for that kind of pride. Daniel thinks . . . well, he thinks she would want me to tell her true story and include her relationship with Ada in the book.”
“Oh, Michelle . . . that’s wonderful. I know you’re going to do her proud.”
Michelle’s phone rang, interrupting the moment. She reached over to silence it, not wanting anything to take her away from Audrey, but when she saw Kate’s name on the screen, she hesitated.
“Answer it,” Audrey said. “We’ve got all evening together.”
Michelle considered that. Her mother would have scolded her for taking a call from a friend during the festivities, but . . . “You’re sure you don’t mind?”
“She’s your best friend, Michelle. Of course I don’t mind.”
“All right. I’ll just say a quick hello.” She connected the call.
“How was your flight?” Kate asked. “Missing London already?”
“It was fine,” Michelle responded. As for missing London, Michelle was surprised to realize the answer was no. For once, she was glad to be right where she was. “I’m actually with Audrey, having a belated Christmas celebration.”
“Oh, how lovely!” Kate exclaimed. “I won’t keep you, then. But first, I’m dying to meet Audrey. Please say yes.”
Michelle’s phone beeped, and she looked at it in confusion. There was a FaceTime request from Kate on the screen. Michelle never made video calls. Frowning, she showed it to Audrey, who immediately pressed accept with a cheeky grin.
Kate’s smiling face appeared on the screen. “Hello! You must be Audrey. I’m Kate. I’m sure Michelle talks about me all the time.”
“She does, and it’s great to meet you.” Audrey moved closer to Michelle on the sofa. Her hand rested on Michelle’s thigh, a casually intimate gesture that warmed Michelle from the inside out.
“You two look awfully cozy,” Kate said.
Audrey tugged at the collar of her flannel pajama top. “The pajamas were my suggestion.”
“And I approve wholeheartedly,” Kate said. “I’m in my pajamas, too, although it’s a lot later here in London than it is in Vermont, but I think you two have the right idea. Christmas celebrations should be comfortable, if you ask me.”
They talked for a few more minutes, and it was surprisingly nice. Audrey and Kate seemed to hit it off, which, if Michelle had given it any thought ahead of time, she might have anticipated. It made her happy to see two of her favorite people laughing and chatting together.
When they ended the call, Audrey pressed a quick kiss to Michelle’s lips. “Kate’s great. I’m so glad you have a friend like her in your life.”
“I am too,” Michelle agreed. “Now, time to open presents?”
There were four gifts beneath the tree, two for each of them. Michelle didn’t often open presents, and when she did, she rarely felt excited about it. But right now, she was filled with a tingly sort of anticipation over both giving and receiving gifts with Audrey. What had Audrey wrapped for her? Had she made something on her pottery wheel? And what would she think of Michelle’s gifts for her?
Michelle’s phone chimed with an incoming text. It was from Kate. You two are ADORABLE together. I don’t know when I’ve seen you look so happy. I’m thrilled for you!
Thank you, Michelle responded. Kate knew her better than just about anyone, so her opinion was extremely validating. Michelle smiled.
Meanwhile, Audrey had knelt before the Christmas tree. She picked up a shiny red-and-white-wrapped gift, which she handed to Michelle. “Start with this one.”
“All right.” Michelle placed her wine beside Audrey’s and carefully began to unfasten the bow.
Audrey giggled. “It figures you’d be one of those people. Just rip into it. We’re never going to use the paper or the bow again, unless you think Muse would like to play with it. My parents’ cats love wrestling with the leftover wrapping paper and bows.”
“Really?” Michelle tried to picture Muse doing the same. “I don’t think I ever offered her wrapping paper. Actually, I’ve not given her any toys. Was I supposed to give her toys?” Michelle felt even more inadequate as a cat parent.
“I’m sure she’s fine,” Audrey said. “Cats are really good at entertaining themselves. They almost always enjoy an empty cardboard box more than an expensive toy anyway.”
“Well, I can’t say I’ve left any boxes lying around for her either.” No wonder Muse didn’t like her.
“Michelle, she’s fine.” Audrey rested a hand on her leg. “She seemed perfectly healthy and happy when I saw her.”
“Healthy, yes, but happy?” Michelle shook her head. There hadn’t been much happiness in her home, not for her or Muse, but she wanted that to change. It had changed for her. Now she needed to help Muse.
“She seemed like a very normal cat to me. Is she the only cat you’ve ever had?”
“Yes. The only pet I’ve had, period. I probably should have done more research when Kelly left her with me.”
“You were hurting. Your wife had just left you. But Muse is fine. Now open your gift.” Audrey grinned, nudging the package in Michelle’s lap.
Michelle finished removing the paper and set it aside, revealing a white box. She stuck a fingernail under the flap and opened it. A ceramic bowl was nestled inside, and her heart soared. She’d been hoping for another of Audrey’s pieces. The bowl was glazed a soft pink, with white hearts painted on it. As Michelle lifted it from the box, she saw that the bowl was a bit lopsided and misshapen, which was unusual for something Audrey had made. The hearts, though . . . they immediately brought to mind the way Audrey liked to finger paint on Michelle’s skin.
“Do you recognize it?” Audrey asked.
“Should I?” Michelle looked again. There was something vaguely familiar about the shape . . .
“It’s the one you made that day in my studio. We abandoned it when we started kissing, and then we never talked about it again because we were trying to ignore how we felt, but I kept it because it felt meaningful, you know? Your first time at the wheel. Our first kiss.”
Michelle stared at the piece with fresh eyes. Now she saw the familiarity in the shape, the funny spot where one of her fingers had poked through. “I can’t believe you kept it.”
“It’s special. And I love how it turned out, don’t you?”
“Yes.” Michelle traced a finger over one of the hearts. “You painted these hearts on my arms that day, and it was so erotic. I was about to lose my mind. It’s a perfect way to remember that afternoon. I love it. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” Audrey pulled her in for a hug. “I mean, I like to think you wouldn’t have forgotten that afternoon anyway . . .”
“I couldn’t possibly.” She gasped as Audrey’s fingers began to trace hearts on her forearm the way they had that day. “But now I’ll have a tangible memory of it. I’m going to keep it in my bedroom.”
Audrey kissed her cheek and sat back. “I’m glad you like it.”
“I do.” Michelle looked at the gifts she’d brought with her. One was much bigger than the other, both in size and in meaning. Best to start small. She walked to the tree and picked up the smaller package. “Start with this one, although it doesn’t compare to what you just gave me.”
“It doesn’t have to.” Audrey took it with a smile, giving it a shake. The contents rattled softly. “Interesting.”
“It’s just something small.”
“I love small somethings.” Audrey tore into the package with abandon, leaving ripped paper all over the floor.
Michelle’s mother would have had a fit. She fought the instinctive urge to pick up after Audrey. Today, it was okay to be messy. Today was about having fun and being comfortable. And on that mental note, Michelle decided to open her next gift in similar fashion. The very idea made her feel as giddy as a child . . . maybe giddier than she remembered feeling as a child.
“Oh, my very own tea collection!” Audrey exclaimed, holding up the box Michelle had given her, filled with an eclectic mix of herbal-tea blends.
“It’s my favorite brand, but it’s hard to get here in the States. I stocked up while I was in London.”
“I can’t wait to try them. Thank you so much.” Audrey leaned in to give her a quick kiss, then set the box on the table. “Ready for your second gift?”
Michelle nodded.
“Warning: I followed a theme.”
“I thought you might.” And she could never have enough of Audrey’s ceramics. Not only were they beautiful and unique, they were meaningful. Handmade gifts had always been her favorite, not that anyone in her family shared that opinion. They were more likely to be impressed by a price tag or a brand name than by sentiment.
Audrey handed Michelle a box that was taller than it was wide. “Careful with this one. Keep it upright while you’re opening, okay?”
“Now I’m intrigued.” A vase or teacup wouldn’t need to remain upright, nor would it be this large. Remembering her earlier promise to herself, Michelle yanked the ribbon to untie the bow, then ripped the paper away as recklessly as she dared, doing her best to ignore her mother’s chastising voice in her head.
Audrey let out a little whoop. “That’s what I’m talking about!”
Michelle laughed as she tossed the paper to the floor. “That was more fun than I expected.” In fact, she felt a rush of exhilaration completely out of proportion to the act she’d just committed.
The white box under the paper was a larger version of the one she’d opened earlier. Michelle lifted the flap and found herself staring at leaves. The top of a plant, to be more accurate. Intrigued, she removed the box to reveal a neatly potted plant in a ceramic container that was clearly an Audrey Lind original.
“It’s my blazer.” She felt herself smiling as she swept her gaze over the design on the pot, which was obviously a recreation of the blue tweed blazer Audrey loved so much. It made a beautifully unique pot design.
“It is,” Audrey confirmed. “And that’s a miniature rose plant. It doesn’t have any blooms this time of year, but I thought roses might suit you . . . so elegant and romantic.”
“I love roses,” Michelle murmured, touching one of the leaves gently. She was careful not to prick herself on a thorn, now that she knew what type of plant this was. “They’re a classic for a reason. Thank you. This is beautiful, and I think you’re right. It suits me.”
“It totally does, and you’re welcome.” Audrey leaned in to kiss her cheek. She was so tactile, and while Michelle wasn’t used to it, having been raised to keep her hands to herself, she loved being touched and kissed by Audrey at such unexpected times. It made her feel . . . cherished. Her chest filled with warmth, another sensation she associated with Audrey.
Audrey gave her another kiss. “Now I’m dying to know what’s in the giant bag.”
Michelle wasn’t generally a gift-bag sort of woman, but it had been necessary to disguise this one. If she’d wrapped it properly, Audrey would have been able to tell immediately what it was. “Go on and open it, then.”
Audrey knelt on the floor beside the gift bag, running her hands over it experimentally, and then a wide smile bloomed on her face, leading Michelle to suspect she had felt the distinctive shape of the frame inside. Carefully, Audrey removed the decorative paper from the top of the bag, revealing a canvas wrapped in shipping paper.
“Oh my god. I can’t wait to see what this is,” she said as she lifted it from the bag.
“It’s a piece by one of my favorite artists in London. I thought you might like it.”
“I know I will,” Audrey said with such vehemence, that warm feeling in Michelle’s chest intensified. She removed the protective paper to reveal a polished cherry frame containing a colorful, somewhat abstract painting of two women clenched in a lovers’ embrace. “Oh, Michelle . . . ,” she gasped. “Oh wow, it’s gorgeous.”
“I’m glad you think so. It caught my eye when I visited her shop over the holiday.”
“Is this the same artist who did the painting over your bed? Because I love that one.”
“It is,” Michelle said, pleased that Audrey had recognized the artist’s style, although not entirely surprised. They both had a good eye for art, after all.
“The colors! And the emotion between the women . . . it’s so evocative. I absolutely love it.” Audrey gazed appreciatively at the painting, then at Michelle. “This is one of the best gifts anyone’s ever given me.”
“Really?” That genuinely surprised Michelle.
“Yeah, my family is intimidated to give me art since I know more about it than they do. My artist friends give me pieces they’ve created, but that’s different. This piece . . . knowing that you picked it out especially for me. It’s perfect. I love it.”
They’d both been using that word a lot tonight, and Michelle wondered if Audrey was feeling anything as intense as she was. After her divorce, Michelle had resigned herself to a life alone, certain that was the safest option for her.
And yet sitting here in Audrey’s living room, with a Christmas tree sparkling and cheerful music playing, torn wrapping paper all over the floor, Michelle felt more at home than she could ever remember feeling. More comfortable. More . . . joyful.
As much as it frightened her to admit—even to herself—she couldn’t imagine a future without Audrey in it. And that meant the most unexpected thing had happened.
Michelle had fallen in love.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Michelle’s skis made the most satisfying crunching sound as they skimmed over the snow. Skiing was one of her favorite things to do in Vermont in the wintertime, although she hadn’t gone last year because skiing alone had felt like a lonely prospect.
This winter, though . . .
She darted a glimpse over her shoulder to see Audrey a few feet behind her, wearing a fuchsia parka and black ski pants. Just as quickly, Michelle yanked her gaze back to the slope. This was no time to get distracted, and looking at Audrey was always distracting, in the very best way.
They were two weeks into the spring semester, and as February approached, she and Audrey were closer than ever. They’d spent most of the winter break together, enjoying a low-key but romantic New Year’s Eve and many quiet afternoons while Michelle wrote and Audrey worked on her ceramics.
As of last week, the first draft of Michelle’s book was complete, and when she read it over, she was surprised to realize how much she liked what she’d created. She was wary of getting overly confident, but she thought the book had promise. In fact, she already had ideas for a few more like it, each a work of fiction detailing the life of a real female artist.
She wasn’t naive. These books weren’t going to sell overnight . . . if they sold at all. A Light in the Storm needed a lot of revision before she could even think about submitting it to literary agents, but that was the eventual goal. She hoped to see it published, and her dream was to eventually earn a living writing historical fiction, allowing her to quit her job as a professor.
That reality was at least five years away. But in the meantime, it gave her something to work toward, and that had made a real difference in her attitude. She still felt that her days as a professor were numbered, but she’d begun the spring semester with a new outlook in place, and she could already see the difference in the way her students responded to her.
Now that she was less miserable, less caught up in her own head, her students treated her with more respect. They paid more attention in class. And she felt like a fool for not realizing how much her behavior had influenced their attitude before.
She deepened her crouch as she popped over a little mogul in the snow, catching air for a weightless second before she returned to earth. Her heart was pounding, exhilaration fizzing through her veins by the time she made it to the bottom of the mountain, spraying snow beneath her blades as she cut around to face the slope, stopping her descent.
Audrey pulled in beside her, expression hidden behind the balaclava that kept her face warm, but her eyes were smiling behind her goggles. “So much fun.”
“Yes. Want to go again?” They’d been here all day, and while Michelle’s thighs were beginning to burn with fatigue, she wasn’t quite ready to leave. She and Audrey had—unsurprisingly—made perfect ski partners.
“One more time from the top,” Audrey suggested. “And then we’ll go back to your place to have supper, because I’m starving, and maybe use that amazing Jacuzzi tub of yours.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
Michelle and Audrey made their way over to join the lift line. Luckily, this late in the day, the wait was almost nonexistent, and they were soon seated on a lift, headed back up the mountain. Though it wasn’t quite four o’clock, the sun already hung low in the sky, dangerously close to dipping behind the summit. Winter in Vermont was a dark time in the most literal sense. Sometimes, the lack of sunshine depressed her, but not this winter.
“That’s so pretty,” Audrey said, watching the way the snow glistened from the reflection of the setting sun.
“It is.”
She gave Michelle a playful nudge. “Not as pretty as you.”
Michelle rolled her eyes, knowing every inch of her skin was currently covered. “You can’t even see me in all my gear.”
“No, but I know what’s behind that balaclava . . . and the jacket . . . and your pants.”
“Audrey,” she said with a startled laugh. She’d never been with anyone who talked so frankly about sex. It still caught her off guard, although she was starting to like it. It was refreshing to know that Audrey said whatever was on her mind . . . and that Michelle could do the same.
“I’ve seen every inch of you, and it’s all gorgeous. Just accept it. You’re hot, and I’m never going to stop telling you so.” Audrey’s eyes were smiling again, and Michelle knew hers were too. At least the balaclava hid her blush.
“Never?” Michelle’s heart clung to that word because it hinted at the kind of future she wanted more and more with each passing day.
“As long as you’re here for me to tell you.”
“That could be a long time.” Michelle looked down at her skis where they dangled above the snow. “Because I’ve been thinking . . . I’m not going to apply for any more positions in the UK.”
“What? Why not?” Audrey’s eyes had widened now, her gloved hand gripping Michelle’s.
“Because I think I like it here in Vermont after all.”
“But . . .”
“I know what I said before. Moving here wasn’t my choice. I felt trapped, and my job didn’t help things. Tenure felt like another tether keeping me from going home.”
“Then you shouldn’t stop applying for jobs in the UK. You deserve to be where you want to be. You’ve waited a long damn time.”
“But that’s the thing . . .” She looked into Audrey’s eyes, wishing she could see more of her face. “I am where I want to be. I don’t feel trapped here anymore. On the contrary, when I was in London over the holidays, all I wanted was to come home to Vermont.”
Audrey blinked. “What are you saying?”
“I think . . .” She exhaled. She’d been working up the courage to say these three little words for weeks now, but they were terrifying, and she’d never been good at expressing her emotions. The lift lurched beneath her, and she lost her balance, hands flailing.
“Whoa,” Audrey squeaked as they swayed in the breeze.
The lift resumed its steady climb, but Michelle’s stomach was still caught in an adrenaline-fueled swoop. “What I’m trying to say is . . . I love you.”
Someone grabbed her arm, and Michelle jumped, startled to realize they’d arrived at the summit. The lift operator was reaching for her hand to guide her off the bench. She stumbled forward on shaky legs as Audrey jumped after her, both of them hurrying out of the way of the moving lifts.
“Michelle, oh my god . . .” Audrey grabbed her hand, and they went down in the snow in a jumble of limbs. “You can’t just say something like that right as we’re getting off the lift!”
“I didn’t know we were.” She sat up, dusting snow from her jacket.
“Well, shit. I love you too.” Audrey’s eyes sparkled behind her goggles. “Telling you that while I’m sitting on my ass in a snowdrift wearing a balaclava is not how I imagined it, though.”
Michelle laughed, even as her chest clenched to hear those words on Audrey’s lips. That warm feeling was back, and now she wasn’t afraid to acknowledge what it meant. It was love. She loved Audrey, and Audrey loved her back.
What else mattered?
She clicked out of her skis and climbed to her feet, feeling lighter than air as she extended a hand to pull Audrey up beside her. “Actually, I think it was perfect because it wasn’t how I imagined it, either, but nothing with you has been what I imagined. It’s been better.”

“Tell me more about deciding to stay in Vermont?” Audrey leaned forward in the bubbly water, facing Michelle in the tub. “Because I don’t want you to do anything you’ll regret, like give up your dreams because you’ve fallen in love.”
“Maybe I won’t stay here forever.” Michelle shrugged, watching as a glob of bubbles clung to Audrey’s breast. The hot water felt like heaven on her sore muscles, although at this point they’d been in the bath long enough that her fingers were starting to prune. “But right now, I’m staying in Vermont because it’s what I want. Whether that means I stay at NU or pursue a career as an author is a separate decision entirely.”
“I just want you to do what makes you happy,” Audrey said. “I’ve been thinking a lot about the future lately too. Falling in love will do that to a person, I guess.”
Michelle smiled. “At least for us academic types. We love to overthink things.”
“So we do.” Audrey’s feet bracketed Michelle’s hips in a wonderfully distracting way. “I still don’t know if I’ll have a job at NU after this year, but whatever happens, I’m willing to be flexible. If you change your mind and decide you do want to move to London, I could look for a job there too.”
Michelle took a moment to absorb those words. Early in her marriage, she’d been so homesick for London. She’d begged to go home, but Kelly had refused to even consider moving to the UK. Just knowing that Audrey was willing to discuss it was huge, and it felt so freeing. “I really appreciate you saying that, and it’s definitely something to consider if the time comes, but let’s enjoy where we are for now, okay?”
“Okay.” Audrey leaned in to kiss her. “By the way, your cat is watching us.”
Michelle turned her head to find the cat sitting in the doorway to the bathroom, staring at them with contempt. “Muse, I swear to god.”
“Cats like to watch people. It’s what they do.”
“You seem to know more about cats than I do.”
“I grew up with cats,” Audrey told her. “They’re quirky and weird, but I think that makes them awesome.”
“She’s quirky and weird, all right.” Michelle looked at the cat, who was still staring unblinkingly at her and Audrey in the tub.
“You just reminded me that I got something for her,” Audrey said, reaching for a towel. “It’s been in my bag for like a week, but I kept forgetting to get it out while I was here.”
“Because I’m so good at distracting you?” Michelle trailed a hand down Audrey’s thigh as she stood, reveling in the way that simple touch could awaken her body. Then she reached for her own towel. She’d been chilled from the slopes when she got into the bath, but now she was in danger of overheating, and not just because of Audrey’s proximity.
“You’re very good at distracting me, but I got a little toy for Muse. Let’s see if we can bring out her inner kitten.” Audrey wrapped the towel around herself and walked to the doorway, where she bent and stroked Muse below her chin. To Michelle’s surprise, Muse let out a little meow and then rubbed her body against Audrey’s legs.
“Aww, Muse. Aren’t you a sweetie?” Audrey cooed as the cat wound herself around and between Audrey’s legs in a figure eight pattern.
“That’s how she used to act with Kelly.” Michelle tried and failed to keep the bitterness out of her tone.
Audrey looked up at her. “How often do you rub her like this?”
Michelle sighed as she began to towel the water from her body. “Never.”
“You and Muse have a communication problem, I think. She used to interact primarily with Kelly, and you’ve never had a cat before, so when Kelly left, you and Muse were sort of left together without speaking the same language, but Michelle . . . she does love you.”
“No, she doesn’t.” Of that, she was sure.
“Yes, she does.” Audrey sounded more adamant this time. “She follows you around the house. She always sleeps in bed with you. Wherever you are, she wants to be there too. She just doesn’t know how to communicate with you.”
Michelle had no response to that. Instead, she put on her robe.
“I’m going to go get Muse’s new toy,” Audrey said. “Why don’t you try rubbing her while I’m downstairs? See what happens.”
Before Michelle could respond, Audrey left the room. Muse watched her go, then returned her gaze to Michelle, staring at her out of wide amber eyes.
“I still don’t think you blink enough.” Michelle pulled the plug to empty the tub, then approached Muse. “And I still don’t think you like me.”
She held out a hand toward the cat. Muse looked at it, then at Michelle, and they were right back in their usual standoff. Michelle huffed with annoyance. This was never going to work.
To prove her point, she rubbed her fingers under Muse’s chin the way Audrey had done. Muse leaned into her touch, rubbing her head against Michelle’s hand. Michelle heard a strange rumbling noise, and it took her a moment to realize Muse was purring.
“Damn.” She rubbed a hand experimentally all the way down Muse’s back to her tail, and the cat arched into her touch, clearly enjoying it. “Audrey was right. Why didn’t I try harder to pet you before?” Michelle had gotten in her head the way she tended to do. She’d assumed the cat hated her, so she’d closed herself off to any other possibility.
Audrey returned to the room with a hot-pink toy mouse in her hand. “Aww, see? She does like you.”
“Fine. You were right. I admit it.” Michelle walked to the bed and sat, surprised when Muse followed. “Am I terrible for not putting in more of an effort with her?”
“Not at all. You were heartbroken when Kelly left, and Muse probably was too. It just took some time for you two to figure each other out, that’s all. Here, let’s see if she likes catnip.” Audrey tossed the pink mouse so that it landed near Muse’s paws.
Muse stared for a moment, then lowered her head to sniff it. The next thing Michelle knew, Muse was writhing on the floor, kicking her feet and rubbing the toy mouse all over herself. For a moment, Michelle thought she was in distress, but just as quickly, she realized Muse was playing. She had found her inner kitten, as Audrey suggested.
Audrey giggled as she watched Muse scoot around on the floor with her mouse. “It’s the catnip. It’s like crack for cats. It makes them a little wild.”
“You learn something new every day.”
Audrey draped an arm over Michelle’s shoulders. “That’s what I love about being with you. Just think of what else we have left to teach each other?”



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Audrey sat behind her desk on Monday, preparing for her Women in Art class. The new semester meant new students, and she was enjoying this group as much as she had enjoyed the first. Her ceramics classes still hadn’t filled, but the students she did have were fantastic. Laya had completed Ceramics I and was in Audrey’s Ceramics II class this semester, and Nuala McGarry, who had been in Michelle’s art history class last semester, was in Audrey’s Women in Art class now.
Since Nuala wasn’t an art major, Audrey assumed it meant Michelle had managed to inspire at least one student last semester, despite being disillusioned about her job. Audrey still wasn’t sure how she felt about Michelle’s decision to stay in Vermont. If that was what Michelle really wanted, it sounded perfect, but if she was compromising to stay near Audrey, then in the long run, Michelle might end up resenting Audrey for keeping her here the way Kelly had.
For now, though, they were happy. More than that, they valued each other in a way that was new for Audrey. Over the years, most of her friends and the people she’d dated had tended to put themselves and their careers first. Audrey had been the same way, focused on her career above everything else.
But Michelle was different. Underneath that prickly exterior, Michelle had the heart of a romantic. She’d made it clear from the beginning that Audrey would be part of her future career decisions. It made Audrey feel important. And appreciated. And loved.
Audrey was about to pull out her lunch when her desk phone rang from Heather’s extension. “Hi, Heather. What can I do for you?”
“Stuart was hoping to meet with you if you could spare a few minutes?” Heather asked.
“Sure. I’ll be right down.” Audrey frowned. What did Stuart need from her on this random Monday? Maybe he had another question about the transcription software she’d been using. The whole department had implemented it at the start of the semester, and there had been a few early hiccups, but everyone seemed to have gotten the hang of it now.
She closed her laptop and then locked her office—almost as soon as they’d become friends, Michelle had given her a gentle lecture about keeping it locked when she wasn’t in it—and headed downstairs, where Heather and Stuart were located.
“Hi,” Heather called out when Audrey approached. “You can go right in.”
“Sure. What does he want, do you know?”
Heather shrugged. “No clue. He was having trouble with the microphone for the transcription software last week, so that would be my guess.”
Audrey held in a sigh. She was happy to help, but the transcription software had its own customer service. She knocked on the door to Stuart’s office as she entered. “Hi, Stuart. Did you have a good weekend?”
He clasped his hands over his stomach, leaning back in his chair with a smile. “Very nice, a lot of skiing. You?”
“Same, actually. The slopes here are so much better than what I was close to in Massachusetts.”
“I bet. Where were you skiing before? Wachusett?”
She nodded as she took a seat. “Mostly, although sometimes I would drive up to Sunapee or Arrowhead on the weekends. It’s great having such easy access, though. Anyway, what can I help you with?”
His expression turned apologetic, and she prepared to explain the new software to him yet again. She reminded herself it was worth it because the entire department was using it now, and that was great for student accessibility, even if it meant she had to play tech support more than she should have because the project was her idea.
“I met with the Budget Committee last week,” Stuart said, and Audrey sat up straighter in her chair because this wasn’t about software at all. “They’re looking at the fall semester, which probably seems early to you, but budgetary decisions happen pretty far in advance. They’ve cut the department’s budget by ten percent, which unfortunately means we need to eliminate a faculty position.”
Audrey hit the back of her chair as if she’d been pushed. Her stomach cramped, and her heart seemed to have lodged itself in her throat. Oh god. Surely he wasn’t saying . . .
“I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” Stuart continued. “But since you have the least seniority and were only here on a one-year contract, we’re going to have to let you go.”
“Shit,” she blurted, clinging to the arms of her chair. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to swear, but . . . you’ve caught me totally off guard here.”
“I know I have, and there’s no apology necessary. I’m very sorry it has to be this way. I’ve heard nothing but good things about you and your classes, not to mention the positive changes you’ve made in the department itself. You have a bright future ahead of you, Audrey. I’ll be happy to write you a glowing letter of recommendation for wherever you go next.”
“Thank you,” she managed. Her ears had started to buzz, and she realized she might not be taking enough breaths. Or maybe she was breathing too fast. The only thing she knew for sure was that she’d lost her job. Her dream job. Where would she go from here? And what about Michelle?
“I, um . . . I don’t need to leave right away, do I?” Her mind was reeling to the point that nothing made sense, but Stuart was shaking his head.
“No, of course not. You’ll be here with us until May as planned. I just wanted to give you an early heads-up that I won’t be able to renew your contract so you have as much time as possible to find a new position. I really do want you to succeed. I’m just sorry it won’t be here with us at NU.”
Audrey stood on shaky knees, mumbling her thanks. She managed to hold herself together as she left his office, even waving politely at Heather as she passed. But when she reached her office, she shut and locked the door behind herself. Michelle was in class, and Mercy was out today. Audrey wasn’t ready to face anyone else yet.
She sat behind her desk and buried her face in her hands, fighting the urge to cry.

Michelle was surprised to find Audrey’s office door closed when she finished her last class of the day. After a busy afternoon, it was finally time to have tea and catch up, and Michelle had been looking forward to it all day. She let herself into her office, automatically reaching for her desk phone, which was blinking with a new message.
“Hi, Dr. Thompson, it’s Heather. Stuart would like to meet with you before you leave for the day if you have a minute. Just come on down when you get this, and if you don’t have time, please give me a call so I can get you on his schedule for tomorrow.”
Michelle set the phone down in confusion. What in the world did Stuart want with her? She couldn’t think of a single reason for the department chair to ask for her, but she might as well find out, especially since Audrey wasn’t back yet from her afternoon class.
Michelle walked downstairs and approached Heather’s desk. “Good afternoon, Heather.”
“Oh, hi, Dr. Thompson. He’s not busy right now. You can go straight in.”
“Thanks, and please call me Michelle.” She’d been meaning to say so for a while. Early in her career, she’d preferred everyone on campus call her Dr. Thompson. She’d worked hard for the title and the respect that came with it, but lately, it felt overly formal among her colleagues. Michelle had been holding everyone at arm’s length, but she didn’t want to do that anymore.
“Got it, Michelle,” Heather said with a warm smile.
Michelle returned it before she knocked on the door to Stuart’s office.
“Come in,” he called.
She opened the door. “Good afternoon.”
“Michelle, it’s nice to see you. I’ve heard your classes are off to a good start this semester.”
“Thank you.” She shut the door, then took one of the guest chairs in front of his desk and waited for him to get to the point.
“Well, I have some good news and some bad news. Only one applies to you, but you’ll want to hear both.”
“Tell me the bad news first.” She clenched her hands against her knees, wondering wildly what it could be. He’d just complimented her teaching, so surely she wasn’t here for a reprimand?
“The bad news is that this semester will be Audrey’s last with us,” Stuart said.
Michelle felt the air leave her lungs in a rush. “What?” Oh no. Oh, Audrey . . .
“Every department on campus has been asked to make cuts. We had to let someone go, and Audrey was the logical choice since she only had a one-year contract. It’s a real shame, though. I’m truly sorry to lose her.”
Michelle simmered with rage. Tenure was such bullshit. Yes, it was nice to have security, but it led to such unfairness. It led to brilliant young professors like Audrey being let go while half the faculty here coasted toward retirement without putting any real effort into their classes. “But she’s such an asset to the department! I’ve been blown away by what I’ve seen from her, and her classes are so popular. The students love her.”
“I know,” Stuart said. “Believe me, I agree. But it had to be this way. She had the least seniority by far. My hands were tied.”
Michelle clenched her jaw, nodding stiffly. In theory, she understood why he’d done what he’d done, but oh, how she hated it, how she hated everything to do with department politics.
“But here’s where the good news comes in,” he said.
Every muscle in Michelle’s body tensed. Whatever Stuart was about to say, she just knew she wasn’t going to like it.
“Audrey’s Women in Art class was more popular than I’d anticipated, so popular that I’d like to keep it on our roster next year. And since you’ve been asking to teach a similar class, I’d like you to take over starting in the fall. I want you to teach Women in Art.”
“No.” The word was out of her mouth before she’d even realized she was going to say it, before she’d had any conscious thought at all. It was an instinctive reaction, entirely unlike her, and yet she had no desire to take it back. “No, I won’t take Audrey’s class.”
Stuart sighed. “Don’t be stubborn. You’ve wanted that class for years. Now it’s yours.”
But she didn’t want it like this . . . or any other way. On the contrary, it felt like something inside her had snapped. She was done. The realization swept over her with sudden, startling clarity. She stood from Stuart’s guest chair. “I don’t want that class or any other class. This semester will be my last. I quit, effective at the end of this academic year.”
She hadn’t seen this coming, but here she was. Her academic career was over, and she had no idea how she felt about it. She’d sort that out later.
Stuart’s eyes had gone wide behind his glasses. “I offer you the class you’ve wanted for years, and your reaction is to quit? I can’t even begin to make that make sense.”
“I don’t expect you to. I haven’t quite made sense of it yet myself, but this isn’t about the Women in Art class. I’ve known for a while that my time here was coming to a close. I just didn’t know when that time would come, and now I do.”
“Michelle, I don’t know what to say.”
“You don’t have to say anything. But you have to cut someone from the faculty, and I’ve just quit, no doubt at a much higher annual salary than whatever you were paying Audrey. If you have any sense, you’ll hire her back to replace me. You’ll be saving even more money, replacing a full tenured professor with an assistant professor. The Budget Committee should be pleased. Anyway, that’s for you to decide, but this semester will be my last. Have a nice evening, Stuart.”
And with that, she walked out of his office.

Audrey sat numbly at her desk. She was supposed to be having tea with Michelle right now, but Michelle wasn’t here. Her office was locked, and Audrey had no idea where she was. Audrey had gone through her day in a fog, and now, all she really wanted was to go home and have a good long cry. Or maybe yell and scream until she’d gotten it all out.
Keeping her emotions contained all day had left her feeling like a balloon about to burst. Honestly, it would have been kinder for Stuart to tell her at the end of the day, because teaching her Women in Art class right after learning that she’d lost it? That had been torture.
When Michelle had suggested at Stuart’s party that Audrey should keep her options open, she’d taken that advice. She’d been applying for promising tenure-track positions all year, just to hedge her bets in case this happened, but nothing had panned out. And now she was back at square one. No job and nothing in the pipeline. It was a helpless, demoralizing feeling.
In the hallway, she heard the distinctive click of Michelle’s heels. Not that Michelle’s heels were unusual, but she and Audrey were the only women on this end of the hall, so heels meant Michelle. And Michelle meant Audrey could finally talk about this with someone. She was probably going to fall apart as soon as she saw her. Already, tears welled in her eyes.
Instead of going to her own office, Michelle walked straight into Audrey’s. She closed the door behind herself, and when she looked at Audrey, there was devastation in her eyes. God, she already knew. But how? Surely Stuart hadn’t sent out an announcement so soon.
“I’m so sorry.” Michelle crossed the room, and as Audrey rose, Michelle wrapped her in the warmth of her embrace.
“How . . . ?”
“I’ve just come from Stuart’s office.” Michelle pressed gentle kisses in Audrey’s hair. Her arms were so strong, so comforting. Silent tears rolled over Audrey’s cheeks.
“It sucks,” she whispered past the lump in her throat. “I wasn’t ready yet. I thought I had months before he’d decide, and now . . .”
“I know, but let’s not talk about this here. The walls are too thin.” Michelle pulled back, using her thumbs to wipe the tears from Audrey’s cheeks. “Let’s go to your house.”
Audrey nodded. Her brain wasn’t really working anymore. She’d held it together until she finished teaching for the day, but now . . . she stood helplessly as Michelle shut down Audrey’s laptop and packed it into her satchel. Michelle handed it to her, then gently rubbed beneath Audrey’s eyes, no doubt cleaning up runaway mascara.
“Come on, darling. We’ll talk about all of it in a minute, okay? But first, let’s go home.” She took charge in such a gentle way. Audrey wanted to fall into her arms and stay there forever. God, she loved this woman so much . . .
She followed Michelle into the hall, then locked her office door behind them. Michelle led the way downstairs and outside, where the frigid winter air stung Audrey’s damp cheeks.
Michelle had guided her into the passenger seat of the BMW before Audrey realized what she was doing. “Wait. What about my car?”
Michelle shook her head. “I’ll sleep at yours tonight, and we can ride back together tomorrow. Who cares if anyone sees us arrive together now?”
“Fuck.” Audrey squeezed her eyes shut, thumping a fist against the upholstery. She’d really lost her job. Keeping it to herself all day had made it feel almost surreal, but now that Michelle knew . . . denial slipped away, leaving only hurt.
“I know.” Michelle reached over and gave her hand a quick squeeze before she backed out of the parking spot.
“Why did Stuart tell you? Is he telling everyone?”
“No.” Michelle pressed her lips together, and there was something else on her face now, something Audrey didn’t know how to read.
“Michelle?”
“Not while I’m driving. I’ll tell you everything in a minute.”
“I don’t understand why Stuart would tell you, and only you, that he’d let me go. Wait . . . does he know about us? Is that why he fired me?” Audrey was spiraling. The tears that had built inside her all day just kept falling, and somewhere along the way, anger had built up in her chest too. Now it all combined to leave her feeling slightly hysterical.
“No, he doesn’t know about us.”
And that was all Michelle said until she pulled into Audrey’s driveway. She’d never been gladder that she’d rented a house so close to campus, because a longer drive might have been too much right now. And thank god she’d rented, since now she’d have to leave.
“I don’t want to leave,” she gasped as she and Michelle walked to the front door. Her hands shook so badly that Michelle took the key from her and unlocked the door, then ushered her inside. “I can’t believe this is happening. I didn’t mean to fall in love with you right before I have to leave.”
“Hey.” Michelle embraced her again, one hand rubbing up and down Audrey’s back. “We’re in this together, okay? You haven’t lost me because you’ve lost your job.”
“But I’ll have to move. I need a new job ASAP. I have no idea how I’m going to pay my student loans in the meantime.” She pulled back, trying to make sense of the chaos in her brain. “What didn’t you tell me in the car? Why were you in Stuart’s office?”
“Because he offered me the Women in Art class—”
“Oh, fuck him!” Audrey saw red, rage scorching her from head to foot. “Well, at least one of us got what she wanted today.”
Michelle reared back as if Audrey had slapped her.
“I just can’t believe this fucking day,” Audrey ranted, but now she felt ashamed. She was taking her anger out on Michelle when she’d done nothing to deserve it. “Sorry. I’m angry at Stuart, not you.”
Audrey blew out several deep, shaky breaths while Michelle watched her with big wounded eyes. “I’m happy for you. Really. You deserve this class. You’ve always deserved to have this class, more than I ever did. You’ve worked so long and hard for it, and I . . . I’m glad that you’ll get to teach it. Plus, it’s such an important class, and I’m really glad it’ll still be on the syllabus next year after I’m gone.”
Michelle crossed her arms over her chest. “Are you quite finished?”
“Um, yeah. I’m just . . . sorry.” She was rambling, but this whole conversation had a weird undertone she wasn’t sure how to read, and despite what Michelle had said, Audrey did feel like she was losing her. Their careers were about to send them in different directions, and Audrey couldn’t ask Michelle to uproot her life and follow her the way she’d done for Kelly. She wouldn’t.
“If you had let me finish . . .” Michelle gave her a hard look, then turned and walked to the window, her back to Audrey. “I turned him down. I don’t want your class.”
“What?” Audrey shook her head. “But this was your dream for so long . . . please call him back and take it. Please? I want you to have it.”
“It’s a little late for that.” Michelle turned to face her. “Because I quit.”
“Quit what?” Audrey asked stupidly because surely she didn’t mean . . .
“I quit my job.” Michelle’s tone was harsh. “This is my last semester at Northshire. I’m done.” She swiped her hands against each other and held them out in front of herself in an “I’m done” gesture. “They needed to cut a member of the faculty from the payroll, and now I’ve done that for them, so the sensible thing for them to do would be to hire you back—permanently this time—and that’s exactly what I told Stuart before I left his office.”
“Wait . . .” Audrey wanted to scream because what the hell was happening right now? Michelle had quit in some misguided attempt to fall on her sword and save Audrey’s job? “I didn’t ask you to martyr yourself for me. What the fuck? I mean, thanks but no thanks. I would never have asked you to do that.”
Michelle’s nostrils flared. “I did not martyr myself. Jesus.”
“You sacrificed your job to try to save mine. What would you call it?” Audrey demanded. “Now I feel even worse than I already did, and I won’t even feel good about it if he hires me back.”
“If I sacrificed anything for you, it was when I decided to stay.” Michelle’s voice had dropped. She looked at her hands, shoulders slumped. “I stopped applying for jobs in the UK because I decided I could bear a few more years at Northshire if you were by my side, but without you there? No, this was the final straw. I’ve wanted to quit for a while. You know that. I just hadn’t had the guts to actually do it. I was afraid to quit before I had something else lined up, but I’m not afraid anymore. I hate it here, Audrey. You know better than anyone how much I hate it!” Her eyes flashed, and her bottom lip trembled. “So I finally did what I’ve been wanting to do for years, and I quit.”
Audrey opened and closed her mouth, struck speechless. For a moment, they faced each other as the air snapped with tension and hurt feelings. Audrey’s heart was about to beat out of her chest.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered finally.
Michelle just nodded, looking down at her hands again.
“What . . . what will you do now?”
Michelle shrugged. She looked up, and Audrey was absolutely gobsmacked to see tears on Michelle’s cheeks. “That’s the beauty of it, right? I don’t know what’s next, but I have a few months to work it out before I lose my NU paycheck. I’ll keep working on my book, and I’ll see what else is out there, but honestly, I don’t think I want to teach somewhere else. My heart’s not in it anymore.”
“Oh, Michelle . . .”
They stared at each other for several long seconds. Michelle’s expression radiated insecurity. She’d just quit her job, a job she’d held for fifteen years, a tenured job that could have seen her through retirement, and maybe she hadn’t martyred herself for Audrey, but she’d still done it, and it was a big fucking deal.
“My whole life, I’ve toed the line,” Michelle said quietly. “I’ve done what was expected of me. I gave NU everything I had until I got tenure, and then I kept it up because that’s what I was supposed to do. I’ve worked hard, and what have I got to show for it, really? I’m tired and disillusioned and disliked throughout the department. This is for the best. Honestly, it is.”
“But . . . that’s so sad.” And Audrey promptly burst into tears all over again. God, she was an emotional mess today.
“It’s really not.” Michelle dropped her arms to her sides. “What was sad was me staying in a job I didn’t like.”
Audrey sat heavily on the couch, resting her head in her hands. Her mind was a jumbled mess. She’d just been laid off from a job she loved, and Michelle had just quit a job she hated. Where did this leave them? Was this an ending or a new beginning? “If this is truly what you want, then I’m happy for you, but . . .” Audrey swiped furiously at her eyes. “Right now, everything about today just makes me want to cry.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Michelle sat beside Audrey on the sofa, placing two cups of tea on the table before them. “Here. Everything feels better after a good cup of tea.”
Obediently, Audrey lifted her cup and took a cautious sip to check the temperature. Then her eyes widened. “Did you spike this?”
Michelle shrugged, hiding her smile. “Well, why not? We’re in for the evening, and if there was ever a situation that called for spiked tea . . .”
Audrey laughed, wiping tears from her cheeks before she took another sip. “Sounds like good logic to me.” She finished her first cup quickly, looking somewhat more relaxed with a little bit of alcohol in her veins. Her face was puffy, her makeup streaked. She’d been through the wringer today, no doubt about it.
“Why don’t you take a shower? Put on something comfortable,” Michelle suggested. “Then we’ll talk more.”
“Okay,” Audrey agreed quietly. “I’ll be right back.”
“Take your time.” Michelle watched Audrey walk upstairs, then took another sip of her tea. Suddenly, she was exhausted. She just wanted to stretch out on the sofa and close her eyes. She didn’t want to be in her work clothes anymore, though. With a groan, she hauled herself to her feet and went to retrieve the bag she’d left in her car, then went up to Audrey’s bedroom to change into cozy flannel pants and a long-sleeved T-shirt.
Back downstairs, she refreshed her tea and settled on the sofa. She’d quit her job today. She should probably be upset about it, but the only emotion she could identify in her jumbled thoughts was relief. Good lord, she was so relieved. Maybe she hadn’t fully realized how unhappy she’d been at Northshire until this moment.
Now that she could look ahead to a future away from this job, she felt as if she could draw a full breath for the first time in years. She sipped more tea, relishing the warmth of the whisky in her veins. With a smile, she leaned back and closed her eyes.
“You look awfully serene for someone who just quit her job,” Audrey said quietly, and the sofa dipped as she settled beside Michelle.
“I am.” She opened her eyes, relieved to see that Audrey looked calmer now, too, her skin damp and refreshed from the shower. “Have more tea. The whole pot is already spiked with honey, lemon, and whisky. A hot toddy, if you will.”
“Oh, I will.” Audrey kissed her cheek and then went into the kitchen. When she returned, mug in hand, she sat beside Michelle. “I owe you an apology. I was so upset earlier, and I took it out on you when you didn’t deserve it.”
Michelle knew that, but it was still nice to hear. “Thank you.”
“I didn’t even apologize yet,” Audrey said with a small laugh. “I only told you I owed you one, but Michelle . . . I’m so sorry. When I found out Stuart had offered you my class, I reacted so badly. There’s no excuse. I know I hurt you, and the truth is, I really, truly would have loved to see you teach that class. I’m so sorry you won’t get that chance.”
“I’m not,” Michelle told her. “I used to want that class more than anything, but I’ve moved past it. Writing this book has brought me more joy than any class I’ve taught in years. This is what I’m passionate about now. Honestly, I wish I could just write for a living, but it’s not feasible. I’ll need another day job, at least to start.”
Audrey gripped Michelle’s hand. “We could move to London. You’ve been wanting to leave Vermont. This is our chance. We can go anywhere, but you’ve already sacrificed so much, and London is your home. So let’s go.”
“Maybe,” Michelle said. “I appreciate your offer, but let’s see what NU does about my resignation first.”
“Even if they offer me my job back, I’m not sure I’d take it. It’s tainted now. I’d never feel good about being there, knowing they only hired me back because you quit.”
Michelle tsked. “Don’t be naive. I’m not Stuart’s biggest fan—far from it—but he and whoever else was involved in the decision made the right call today. They had to let someone go, and even though some of the older professors are completely useless, they’re untouchable unless they do something heinous. You were on a temporary contract already, so it had to be you. I don’t believe for a minute that Stuart wanted to let you go. Given a free choice between us, he’d have kept you and fired me in a heartbeat. So, if he’s able to hire you back, please don’t let what happened today poison your feelings about your job.”
“I don’t know.” Audrey took another sip of her tea.
“Audrey, you’re a brilliant professor. You truly inspire your students. The whole department likes and respects you. You made changes on campus—real changes, like the transcription software—and you’ve only been teaching here six months. Imagine what you could do with more time? I foresee you running the whole department someday, to be frank.”
“Stop.” Audrey hid her face behind her mug. “You’re making me blush.”
“I speak the truth.”
“I love you.” Audrey put her mug down and kissed her, and Michelle tasted the warmth of honey, lemon, and whisky in her mouth. “Seriously, I love you so much.”
“Mm. Same.” Michelle’s eyes closed as Audrey pressed her into the cushions. She was half-drunk, from both the whisky and the emotions of the day. And now, with Audrey’s hand creeping beneath the waistband of her pants, she was burning with desire. Her back arched, hips pressing upward to meet Audrey’s touch.
“Michelle?” Audrey traced hearts over her lower stomach, and Michelle whimpered.
“Mm?”
“I’m sorry you were so unhappy at work. I wish it hadn’t come to this.”
“I wish you hadn’t lost your job, but I’m not at all sorry about mine.”
Audrey met her eyes as her fingers slipped lower. “Really?”
Michelle sucked in a breath, nodding. “I don’t know what will happen next for me, but I think it’s going to work out for the best. I’m ready for new things.”
“I meant what I said.” Audrey teased the seam of Michelle’s underwear, and she let out an embarrassingly needy sound. Audrey made her feel like a teenager when it came to sex, all hormones and cravings. She couldn’t get enough.
“What?” Michelle wriggled beneath her, ready to rip her own clothes off if Audrey didn’t hurry up.
“Just say the word, and I’ll move to London with you. Even if Stuart offers me my job back, I’d go. Whatever you want. All I need is you.”
Tears leaked from her eyes as Michelle absorbed Audrey’s words and the sincerity with which she spoke them. For over twenty years, Michelle had put someone else first. She’d suppressed her own wants and needs in favor of Kelly’s. And now, she’d found someone who valued her, someone who wanted her to succeed no matter what that success looked like or where it took them. Someone who wanted to put Michelle first for a change. The reality was exhilarating . . . and overwhelming.
She couldn’t put her thoughts about it into words at the moment, especially not with Audrey’s hand where it was. “What I want is you inside me, right now.”
Audrey chuckled as she complied. Her hand slipped inside Michelle’s underwear, touching Michelle where she ached for her. There was no more talking as Audrey’s fingers slipped and plunged, quickly taking Michelle over the edge into oblivion.

Getting drunk on a Monday night hadn’t been Audrey’s best decision. She woke on Tuesday morning with a pounding headache, but her heart was lighter than it had any right to be, given the circumstances, and it was all because of the woman in bed beside her. As long as they had each other, everything else would work itself out in time.
This had only been Audrey’s first shot at a tenure-track position. She would find another. With a groan, she slid out of bed and went into the bathroom to freshen up, then ventured downstairs for water and ibuprofen. Since Michelle had been just as drunk last night, she grabbed two glasses and four tablets.
Michelle was just coming out of the bathroom as Audrey reentered her bedroom. “Oh god, yes,” Michelle said when she saw what Audrey had in her hands.
They sat on the bed and swallowed their hangover cures, then stepped into the shower together. Audrey wished they could spend some time talking, because she really wanted to check in with Michelle and see how she was feeling about things in the light of day, but there just wasn’t time. They both had to get to work.
Audrey didn’t see any regret on Michelle’s face, though. On the contrary, she smiled through her shower, an almost dreamy expression on her face.
“You look happy,” Audrey commented as they were toweling off afterward.
“I feel happy.” Michelle leaned in to press a quick kiss on Audrey’s cheek. “I feel free. I should have quit years ago.”
“Wow. I didn’t know you were that unhappy at NU.”
“I’m not sure I did, either, but now that I’m leaving, I feel so relieved.”
“Even without a new job?” Audrey asked because, to her, it felt undeniably scary and uncertain that both their jobs would end in a few months. Surely they’d find something new, but it might take a while. And what if they couldn’t find jobs in the same city? The job market in America really wasn’t great, especially for a newly minted professor like herself.
Audrey was trying not to panic about her finances, at least not yet, but she had mountains of student loans. How was she going to pay them?
“We’ll find jobs. I don’t know why I feel so sure about it. I just do.”
And coming from a pessimist like Michelle . . . that was something.
So, they went to work with hangovers, and on the outside, it looked like any other day. No one seemed to know that either of them was leaving, and she and Michelle weren’t telling anyone yet. For now, they went about their days as usual.
After what Michelle had said last night, Audrey entertained some hope that Stuart would ask to see her again so he could rehire her, but it didn’t happen. He smiled politely at her when they passed each other in the hall, but that was the extent of it.
That afternoon, instead of tea in Michelle’s office, they left campus together and went to Michelle’s house to apply for jobs. Audrey updated her résumé and prepared to send it out to colleges and universities all over the country the way she’d done last year. As exhausting as it had been, it had led to her job at Northshire, and now she had a full year’s teaching experience and a letter of recommendation from her department chair to add.
“Just throwing this out there, but the University of London has an opening for an art history professor,” Audrey said after they’d been seated side by side in Michelle’s living room for an hour, with Muse curled cozily between them.
“Are you suggesting it for you or for me?” Michelle asked, looking sexy as hell in her reading glasses.
“Either. Both. We should both apply, I think.”
“Perhaps.” Michelle’s lips twitched with a suppressed smile. “Or maybe just you.”
“Are you really finished teaching?”
“God, I hope so,” Michelle said. “And I’m starting to think you’re more interested in moving to London than I am.”
Audrey stuck out her tongue. “What can I say? You planted the idea in my brain. I’m applying for the job.”
“All right.” The smile bloomed then, transforming Michelle’s whole face. “I think London might suit you. And speaking of London, I received the official invitation to Kate’s daughter’s wedding. You’re invited as my plus-one. What do you say?”
“I say yes, of course,” Audrey said. “I’d love to go to Gemma’s wedding with you.” She couldn’t wait to meet Kate in person, but at the same time, she couldn’t help wondering how she was going to pay for an international trip right now.
“Are you sure?” Michelle asked. “Because you don’t look sure.”
“I’m sure I want to go.” Audrey exhaled, meeting Michelle’s concerned gaze. “I’m just worried about money.”
“I understand,” Michelle said. “But I’m going to RSVP yes for us both and hope the money aspect works itself out before we need to book our flights.”
“I hardly recognize this optimistic side of you.”
Michelle shrugged, still smiling.
“Michelle, what do you want, really?” It had been bugging her ever since their worlds got upended yesterday. Michelle seemed way too calm about the whole thing, and Audrey still didn’t know what Michelle actually wanted to do next.
“Just you.” Michelle reached out and gripped her hand. “Well, you and access to art. Ideally, I’d love to stay right here in this house and write books while you teach at Northshire. We could travel in the summers, tour museums and exhibits all over the world. My god, the research I could do! But I’ll be happy in London or Boston or wherever we land. Right now, I’m open to anything. I think I’m overdue for a change . . . a good change. But it doesn’t have to be a change in location. A career change is what I truly needed.”
“So you really want to stay in Vermont? Because yesterday, you said you hate it here.”
“Here is relative. I hate my current job, but I love this house, and there’s plenty I like about Vermont too. I love being where you are, but I hate being near my parents. So London?” She shrugged. “I think I’m content to visit. I meant what I said about wanting to travel. If we stay in Vermont, I’d love to spend our summers abroad.”
“That sounds perfect to me,” Audrey told her. “As long as you’re happy.”
“I am,” Michelle said, and it was hard not to believe her. Somehow, quitting her job had really transformed her mood. She’d been positively beaming all day. “It seems that starting my career over at forty-five is actually quite exciting.”
“You’re such a weirdo.” Audrey kissed her cheek.
“I’m your weirdo.” And that line, spoken in Michelle’s posh British accent, was maybe the funniest thing Audrey had ever heard.
So they applied for jobs together in the evenings and otherwise carried on with their lives. Over the rest of the week, Audrey sent out dozens of résumés to colleges and universities she was interested in working for, including the University of London.
Michelle seemed to be taking a different approach, reaching out to various professional contacts, although Audrey wasn’t sure exactly what kind of position she was looking for. So far, Michelle had been fairly tight-lipped about what she might do next.
But she’d been steadfast in her assertion that whatever happened next, she and Audrey would face it together, and that attitude had been life changing for Audrey. She’d spent so long surrounded by people who prioritized their own needs over everyone else’s that she’d started to think that way herself. Michelle had shown her a better way.
By the following Monday, a full week after Audrey had lost her job and Michelle had quit hers, they’d settled into a new normal. They were basically living together at this point, alternating between their two houses, with Audrey searching tirelessly for a new faculty position while Michelle worked on her book and sent out her own job feelers.
Audrey had just returned from her morning ceramics class when Michelle tapped on her open office door. “Got a minute? I have news.”
Audrey stood from her chair. The look on Michelle’s face made her think it was good news. “For you? Always.”
Michelle gave her a kiss on the cheek right there in her office with the door open, and Audrey loved it. They hadn’t announced their imminent departures from the department yet, but they’d decided it was time to go public with their relationship, because who cared? Audrey no longer feared job retribution if Stuart found out. He’d already let her go.
“I’ve been in contact with an acquaintance who works for McGraw Hill,” Michelle said. “They’ve offered me a contract to write two textbooks for them over the next year. If that goes well, there’s the potential to extend my contract.”
“Oh wow. What kind of textbooks?”
“History, of course,” Michelle said, her eyes sparkling. “I think I’ll enjoy this.”
“That’s so great!” Audrey pulled her in for an impulsive hug. “So this is what you’ll be doing for the next year?”
Michelle nodded. “For at least a year, and I’ll still have plenty of time to work on my own book projects. Best of all, the position is remote. I can work from anywhere.”
“It sounds perfect. I’m thrilled for you.”
Their arms were still around each other, and Michelle spun her in a circle, as exuberant as the young Dr. Thompson from Audrey’s memories. “Will you stop feeling guilty about me quitting my job now? I’m excited about this. It’s not my dream job, but it’s a stepping stone, and it might even look good to publishers when I’m ready to submit my novel. I’ll write textbooks while I try to get my fiction career off the ground.”
“Yes,” Audrey said, smiling. “I’ll stop feeling guilty about it now.”
“You’ll find something soon, too, and once we know where you’ll be working, we can decide where we’ll live.” Michelle winked. “Maybe even London.”
Audrey nodded, biting her lip. It really sucked that they couldn’t stay right here. She loved this university and especially the classes she got to teach here. She’d come to love living in Vermont, too, and while she would embrace London if that was where life led them, she’d rather stay here, as long as that made Michelle happy too.
As they parted ways to teach their next classes, Audrey forced herself to stay optimistic about the future. Her career was just getting started. There would be more campuses, more classes, more opportunities, maybe even better than what she’d had here at Northshire.

“I heard a rumor about you.”
Audrey sat across from Mercy in the break room and popped the lid off her salad container. “Oh yeah? Which one?”
Mercy’s eyebrows rose. “Is there more than one rumor circulating about you right now?”
“Honestly?” Audrey sighed. “I can think of at least two, and I’ve been looking for the right time to tell you about both things.”
“Okay.” Mercy drew the word out. “So tell me.”
“First, I’m dating Michelle.”
Mercy grinned, pointing her fork in Audrey’s direction before she jabbed it into her lunch, some sort of pasta dish that smelled amazing. “That’s the one I heard, and I’m glad it’s true. She seems happier lately, and I assume that’s your influence. In fact, I think you two might be perfect for each other.”
“I think so too.” Audrey’s cheeks were hot. “We’re really happy together . . . actually, we’re head over heels in love with each other.”
“Hell, yes.” Mercy gave a little cheer. “Good for you. That’s great news.”
“Yeah, so things with Michelle are great, but things with my job are not so great. I’m actually leaving at the end of the semester.”
Mercy sat back in her seat, lips parted in shock. “No! Why?”
“They couldn’t renew my contract. Budget cuts.” She wrinkled her nose. “It wasn’t entirely unexpected, but it sucks. I really loved teaching here.”
“Dammit, I loved you teaching here too.” Mercy stabbed angrily at her pasta. “It was so nice having a friend in the department. I’m sorry. Have you found a new job yet?”
She shook her head. “It’s only been a week, but I’m applying for everything I can find.”
“What about Michelle? I assume you’re looking outside Vermont, since there isn’t much else around here. Are you two open to trying things long distance?”
“She, um, she actually quit her job, so we’re both leaving.”
“Get out!” Mercy slapped a hand over her mouth because she’d practically shouted those words. Luckily, they were the only two people in the break room. “Michelle’s leaving? I didn’t see that coming. Where’s she going?”
Audrey smiled as she speared a bite of her salad. “She’s going to write textbooks to start, but her long-term goal is to publish a series of historical fiction novels about female artists. She’s a really talented author.”
“Well, I’ll be damned.” Mercy looked thoughtful. “You know, I think that might really suit her. That’s great, except for the part where you’re both leaving.”
“I know.” Audrey swallowed, her throat thick with emotion. “I’m pretty devastated, but I’ve made peace with it, I guess. Hopefully it won’t be too hard to find something new.”
“Hopefully,” Mercy agreed. “And we’ll keep in touch. That’s the beauty of social media.”
As she left the break room after lunch, Audrey was feeling better about things. She’d invited Mercy and Colin over for dinner with her and Michelle later in the week. The connections she’d made at NU would last, no matter where she ended up teaching.
Her afternoon was dedicated to office hours, and since only two students showed up, she spent most of it searching for jobs. From there, she crossed the hall to Michelle’s office for tea. The rosebush Audrey had given her for Christmas was on the shelf behind Michelle’s desk, with several pink buds visible. One of them was starting to bloom.
“Did you get a different rosebush for the pot I made you?” Audrey asked as she sat.
“No, why?” Michelle turned to start the kettle.
“Because the rosebush I bought was supposed to have white flowers.”
“Well, it looks like there was a mix-up.” Michelle tapped one of the pink buds. “But I love it. Just another way you’re adding color to my life.”
Audrey was still smiling about that several hours later as she packed up for the day. She and Michelle walked downstairs together, headed home, but Heather waved from the reception desk.
“Audrey, I was just about to call you,” Heather said. “Do you have a minute to stop by Stuart’s office before you leave?”
Audrey’s stomach pinged as she and Michelle exchanged a look. Had Michelle been right in thinking the university would try to rehire her? Was that even what she still wanted? The intense surge of longing in her chest said yes. She still wanted to stay. Desperately so. “Sure.”
“I’ll wait for you in the lobby,” Michelle said.
Audrey walked toward Stuart’s office, trying not to get her hopes up. She’d committed to leaving, and now . . . even wondering if he might rehire her put her at risk of being disappointed all over again. His door was open, and she hesitated in the doorway.
Stuart looked up with a smile, gesturing for her to sit in one of his guest chairs. “I hear you and Michelle are an item?”
Audrey sat, her stomach plummeting. This wasn’t about her job after all. He’d found out about her and Michelle, and she was probably about to be reprimanded for not being up front with him about their relationship. She felt sick. “We’re dating, yes. Sorry we didn’t come to you about it directly. We wanted to keep things low key for now.”
“Not a problem. I just wanted you to know I’m happy for you both. I’ve never minded intradepartmental relationships as long as they don’t affect your job performance.”
Audrey nodded, wondering if that was it. Should she go?
“Anyway, the reason I called you in here today is that with Michelle quitting last week, the department has an open faculty position we need to fill. It’s not your current job, or hers. This is a brand-new position, just approved this morning. We need someone to teach several introductory art history classes, as well as Women in Art. It’s a permanent, tenure-track position, and it’s yours if you want it.”
Tenure track? Oh. Adrenaline fizzed in her stomach. Oh wow. This was everything she’d been working toward for the past decade! “I want it.”
“You won’t be teaching ceramics in this new position,” he warned. “Enrollment was too low to continue those classes, but it’s something we could discuss further down the line.”
“I understand.” That was disappointing, but—like Michelle’s contract with McGraw Hill—it was a stepping stone. Audrey left Stuart’s office a few minutes later, dazed and blinking back unexpected tears.
She had a job. She could stay at Northshire, and she got to keep her Women in Art class. She wanted to jump up and down like an excited child. She’d made peace with leaving, but she’d always, always wanted to stay.
Michelle stood from the chair she’d been sitting in. “Good news?”
Audrey nodded breathlessly. Her eyes were still watery, and there was a real chance she’d burst into tears the moment she shared her news. Maybe Michelle sensed this, because she led Audrey outside, away from the students and colleagues milling around in the lobby.
Outside, the February air slapped Audrey’s face in a rush of cold. The campus was blanketed in knee-deep snow, making the sidewalks look like trenches. Audrey would be seeing a lot more of this campus in the wintertime. And every time of year.
Tears spilled over her cheeks, happy tears, tears of relief.
“The hiring committee has approved a new position, kind of a combination of our jobs because of the budget cuts,” she said in a rush. “I won’t be teaching ceramics anymore, but it’s tenure track, and it’s mine . . . on one condition.”
“What condition is that?” Michelle asked, her breath crystallizing in the air between them.
Audrey blinked, and more tears broke free. “That you want to stay in Vermont with me. I need to know it’s what you really, truly want.”
“Darling, this is exactly what I’ve been hoping for.” Michelle reached out to tuck a lock of Audrey’s hair behind her ear. “I told you I don’t feel trapped here any longer, now that it’s my choice to stay. I quite like my little house on the hill. In fact, I hope you’ll move in with me and Muse when your lease is up.”
Audrey grinned, swiping at her cheeks. “Oh my god, are we U-Hauling right now?”
Michelle scoffed, even as a smile tugged at her lips. “Hardly. We’ve been together for months already. If anything, we’re moving slow by lesbian standards.”
“I’m not a lesbian, but I still love it.” It was starting to sink in now. She had finally landed a tenure-track job, and it was right here at NU, teaching one of her favorite classes. She and Michelle both had new jobs, and they were going to be so happy together.
“I’m sorry about your ceramics classes,” Michelle said.
“Me, too, but it’s okay. Maybe I can teach ceramics at the community center or something.” She paused as a new idea occurred to her. “What if I bring you in as a guest lecturer in my Women in Art class? You could teach about Eliza St. Claire.”
Michelle’s lips curved. “That might be nice.”
“And we’ll spend our summers in the UK and wherever else we want to go. It’s going to be perfect.” Audrey grabbed Michelle’s coat and pulled her in for a kiss. Her heart was absolutely bursting with joy.
“Oh my god!” someone squealed behind them.
Audrey turned to find Gia from the Pride Coalition standing there in a purple puffy jacket. “I knew there was a vibe between you two at the Halloween party. Sapphic kissing in the middle of the quad? I’m so here for it! Carry on . . .” With a wave, she continued down the path.
Michelle chuckled. “What do you say we head home before we create any more of a spectacle of ourselves?”
“Home, yeah. I like the sound of that.” Audrey gave her another quick kiss. “So, how soon can I start moving in?”
“As soon as you like, darling. As soon as you like.”



EPILOGUE
Seven Months Later
Michelle’s thoughts were a whirlwind as she blew through the door into the garage, headed for her car. Audrey would be home in a few hours, but she couldn’t wait. Michelle had to see her now, and if she hurried, she’d catch her as she returned to her office from her Women in Art class.
The BMW’s tires spun on gravel as she backed out of the driveway a bit faster than she’d intended. Michelle exhaled slowly, doing her best to calm herself as she drove toward campus. The fall semester had begun two weeks ago without her, and while it had been a bit strange at first to be at home in September, she’d been so busy with the textbook she was writing, the transition had been easier than she’d expected.
Fifteen minutes later, she pulled through Northshire University’s front gates, faltering slightly as she realized she no longer had a pass allowing her to park in the faculty lot. Undeterred, she pulled into the visitor lot in front of the administration building.
The trees in the quad were beginning to change colors, bits of orange and red mixed in with the green. It was beautiful. Now that she was working from home and it no longer meant the dreaded start of a new academic year, she could truly embrace autumn as her favorite season.
“Dr. Thompson?”
She turned to see Nuala McGarry waving at her with a smile. “Hi, Nuala. How are you?”
“I’m great. You look very casual today.” She gestured at Michelle’s jeans and flannel, her new work uniform. “I heard you aren’t teaching anymore?”
“I’m not. Just here for a visit.”
“Well, good for you. Whatever you’re doing now, it obviously suits you.”
“Thank you,” Michelle said. “You know, you inspired me last year, reminding me we’re never too old to change careers. Thanks for that.”
Nuala’s eyebrows went up, and she grinned. “How about that? It’s good advice, isn’t it?”
“Very good. I hope your new path works out as well for you as mine has.”
“I do too. Nice seeing you, Dr. Thompson.”
“You too, Nuala.”
Michelle hurried toward Holman Hall. Audrey should have gotten back from class about five minutes ago. She went in through the back entrance and headed straight for the stairwell. As she approached Audrey’s door, Michelle glanced at her old office, now occupied by an adjunct professor Audrey couldn’t stand. It was weird not seeing her name on the door, but at the same time, not. She really didn’t miss this job, while Audrey was absolutely thriving in her new tenure-track position.
“Knock, knock.” She leaned against the doorway to Audrey’s office.
“Michelle!” Audrey popped out of her chair, wearing Michelle’s blue tweed blazer over a black sheath dress. It had been Michelle’s idea. She’d wanted to see Audrey in tweed, but now . . . seeing her at her desk, wearing that blazer? Good lord. Now she understood why Audrey loved seeing her in tweed so much. “This is a surprise. What are you doing here?”
“I wanted to tell you something.” Michelle’s stomach started to tingle, and her eyes were unexpectedly watery. She pressed a hand to her chest.
“Oh wow. You look . . .” Audrey came around her desk and shut the door to her office, giving them privacy. “What is it?”
“My agent called this morning. We have an offer on A Light in the Storm. It’s going to be published next year.” She paused, completely caught off guard by the tears on her cheeks. “They’ve offered me a three-book contract. They want stories about Lotte Laserstein and Clare Atwood too. It’s . . . it’s more than I could have hoped for.”
“Oh, Michelle!” Audrey threw her arms around her, spinning Michelle in her excitement. “This is the best news. I’m so proud of you.”
“Thank you. I . . . you know, writing textbooks has been fine, but this is my actual dream, and now it’s happening.”
“It is. It really fucking is. Oh wow, we’re going to need champagne later. I wish I could leave right now to celebrate with you.”
“I do, too, but I’m just glad I could come right over and tell you in person.”
Audrey held on to her for another minute before pulling away. “Maybe we could grab lunch together before my office hours start?”
“Yes, I’d like that.” Michelle leaned her hip against the edge of Audrey’s desk, watching as Audrey sat behind it to shut down her laptop and grab her bag.
Audrey looked up, her lips curved in amusement. “Seeing you in my office, dressed like that . . . you look like a student.”
A student? Hardly. Michelle narrowed her eyes at Audrey. She knew about the many fantasies Audrey had about Michelle in that tweed blazer. And now, Michelle had an idea of her own. She hopped up to sit on the desk. “Is that so?”

Audrey watched in confusion as Michelle sat on the desk, giving her a coy look. She swung her legs, acting entirely unlike herself. Michelle had been different—more relaxed, happier—since she quit her job last winter, but this felt like something else.
Michelle’s gaze roamed hungrily over Audrey’s dress. “Dr. Lind, do you have any idea what it does to me, watching you up there in front of the class, dressed like that?”
“What?” What in the world was Michelle talking about? She hadn’t even observed Audrey in the classroom since last semester, but . . . oh. Oh. She was role-playing the way Audrey had wanted to do that day in Michelle’s office, only this time Audrey was the professor, and Michelle was the student. Oh . . . fuck.
“I watch you at the lectern,” Michelle said, her voice soft and breathy. “And it’s all I can do not to touch myself.” She dragged a hand slowly down the front of her shirt to the waistband of her jeans. “When what I really want is to touch you.”
Michelle’s eyes gleamed with arousal, but there was something else, too, a lightness to her demeanor. She looked so carefree, so happy. Michelle was glowing, and if it was possible, Audrey fell for her a little bit more.
“That would be wrong,” Audrey whispered. “You’re my student.”
“I can’t help how I feel.” Michelle pouted, and Audrey sucked in a breath. Michelle—gorgeous, confident, successful Michelle—was batting her eyes at Audrey like an infatuated undergrad, and it was unexpectedly hot.
As much as she swooned for Michelle in her work clothes—all buttoned up as the untouchable professor who’d first caught her eye so many years ago—Audrey had always had a thing for casual Michelle, too, and this flannel-and-jeans combo was really doing it for her. The flannel was a blue-and-purple pattern that complemented Michelle’s complexion. Her hair was down, adding to the collegiate vibe.
“Double-check that the door is locked.” Audrey was surprised by the tremor in her voice.
Michelle slid from the desk—moving with much more elegance than an actual college student—and crossed the room. She locked the door, then turned to face Audrey. “Please, Dr. Lind.” Michelle toyed with the button of her jeans. “May I please touch you? No one will know . . .”
“Oh god.” Audrey’s knees parted. “Yes. Just . . . be quiet.” Because role-play or not, the walls in this building were thin.
“I’ll be so quiet, Dr. Lind,” Michelle murmured. She crossed the room and knelt between Audrey’s legs, gazing up at her. Her pupils were dilated, her cheeks stained a gorgeous pink. She was loving this, and well . . . so was Audrey. “I’ve thought about this so many times.” Somehow, her accent made the whole thing even sexier.
“So have I,” Audrey confessed, not even sure what she meant by the words. Was she playing along with Michelle’s game, or was she thinking about those early days when she’d sat in Michelle’s classroom, fantasizing about her professor? That professor was now crouched between her legs, sliding a hand up Audrey’s bare thigh beneath her dress. “Aren’t you at least going to kiss me first?”
“Whatever you want.” Michelle crawled forward to sit in Audrey’s lap, but she brought the dress with her, bunching the fabric between them so her hand met the front of Audrey’s underwear as her lips pressed against Audrey’s. Oh, she was good . . .
“I shouldn’t want you like this,” Audrey whispered, biting down on Michelle’s lower lip as Michelle teased her through her panties.
“I won’t tell.” Michelle devoured her mouth while her fingers slid beneath Audrey’s panties, stroking her into a frenzy.
“God . . .” Audrey melted into her chair, hips bucking as Michelle drove her rapidly toward the edge. Michelle’s hips pressed forward, driving her fingers even deeper, and it was all so good. So hot.
“Please, Dr. Lind. I want to feel you come,” Michelle murmured as her hips rocked and her fingers plunged.
“You’re about to,” Audrey groaned.
Michelle hooked her fingers forward, hitting that magical spot inside Audrey and sending her headlong into a fierce orgasm. She gasped with pleasure as her body tensed and then went limp beneath the warm weight of Michelle, who still straddled her lap.
When she opened her eyes, she found Michelle gazing down at her, bottom lip pinched between her teeth, eyes glinting with so much heat they scorched Audrey, even in her current postorgasmic state. She knew that look. Michelle was so turned on by what she’d just done, she was probably dying in those snugly buttoned jeans.
Audrey reached out a hand and cupped her over the denim, rewarded by a harsh inhale from Michelle. “I can feel how wet you are, even through all these layers.”
“I’ve told you how much it affects me, watching you in front of the classroom, but fucking you?” Michelle rocked her hips into Audrey’s touch. She so rarely swore that the word “fuck” on her lips nearly sent Audrey over the edge again. “Please, Dr. Lind.”
“Okay, but we’ll have to be quick. My office hours start soon, and I can’t have my office smelling like sex.”
Michelle nodded eagerly as Audrey unbuttoned her jeans and pushed down the zipper. She really should have worn something less confining for this little rendezvous, but then again, Audrey didn’t think this part had been planned.
And she was determined to give Michelle as much pleasure as she’d just given Audrey, snug jeans be damned. Audrey wiggled her fingers as her hand slid down the front of Michelle’s pants, and oh god, Michelle was soaked. Role-playing really did it for her, apparently, a fact Audrey planned to keep in mind.
She found Michelle’s clit and began to circle it, loving the whimper that tore from Michelle’s throat. She rocked her hips, riding Audrey’s fingers, her movements somewhat frantic by Michelle’s usually reserved standards.
“You want me so much . . . ,” Audrey whispered.
“I do.” Michelle’s hips moved faster, and she threw her head back, seemingly lost to everything but the pleasure of Audrey’s fingers.
“You’re so close. I can tell.”
“I am,” Michelle confirmed, her voice breaking slightly. “Oh . . .”
Audrey stroked harder.
Michelle went rigid in her arms, a high-pitched whine escaping her throat. She ground herself against Audrey’s fingers, chanting “yes, oh yesssss . . .” before she collapsed against Audrey’s chest in a limp, sweaty heap.
“Goddamn, Michelle. This was not at all what I expected my lunch break to look like, but wow . . . let’s do this again sometime.”
After sucking in several deep breaths, Michelle sat up, hands on Audrey’s shoulders, eyes bright. “Who knows, maybe next time I’ll sit behind the desk and finally let you live out your own student fantasy.”
Audrey’s core clenched at the thought. “Don’t make promises you don’t intend to keep.”
Michelle huffed a quiet laugh. “I didn’t promise. I said, ‘Who knows,’ but you know what? Yes, I’ll make that promise.” She sobered then, her expression so intense that the whole world seemed to come to a halt. Nothing existed but the two of them and this moment. “Anything you want. I’m yours. Forever.”
Audrey’s breath caught in her chest. “Anything?”
“Anything.”
“That’s easy, because all I want is you.” She brought Michelle’s left hand to her mouth and placed a kiss there. “Maybe I should put a ring on this finger and make it official?”
Michelle’s smile widened, tears shimmering in her eyes. “I had been thinking the same thing.”
“You know what they say about great minds.” She leaned forward, claiming Michelle’s lips. “Sounds like we need to go ring shopping.”
“Yes.” Michelle’s tears broke free, her chest heaving against Audrey’s. “Let’s get married before my book releases so I can sign a copy to my wife.”
If that wasn’t the most romantic thing anyone had ever said . . .
Audrey blinked back tears. “Yes.”
“You inspire me,” Michelle whispered. “My life is so much brighter with you in it.”
“Michelle, you’ve been inspiring me since I was an undergrad. I had no idea then that I’d fall in love with you twelve years later. Life just works out sometimes, doesn’t it?”
“With you?” Michelle cupped her cheek, her expression tender. “Always.”
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