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      Lora is a kind-hearted, mature, capable young woman - in the eyes of everyone but her girlfriend. She puts up with verbal abuse, but when Chantel gets physical, she knows it's time to leave. Gathering her courage, she escapes to a women's shelter. With her new kitten at her side, she hopes to make a fresh start.


      



      Sydney is shocked to see Lora walk into the shelter. As her former professor, she knows how smart and capable Lora is. She vows to help the younger woman in any way she can. When she begins to mentor Lora, they connect over feminist issues and trashy movies - and Sydney finds herself falling for Lora's sad eyes and broken smile.


      



      Will Lora break free of her abusive ex and forge a new path with Sydney? Or will she go back to the woman who's already shattered her once?
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One – Lora
 
“You can’t do anything right, can you?” Chantel slammed the kitchen drawer shut and spun toward me, a terrifying light gleaming in her eyes. “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times. The knives go in the block, not in the drawer.”
“I-I’m sorry.” 
My girlfriend’s upper lip drew back into a sneer. “Sorry doesn’t put the knives in the right place, now, does it? Or the glass bowls, which you put with the metal bowls after you washed them last week. Or the gas bill I left on the counter, and you threw out with the recycling on Sunday.”
“I didn’t mean to.” I couldn’t seem to get anything right anymore. “I’ll put the knives in the block now if you’ll let me squeeze by you.”
She glared harder and didn’t move. “No, I’m not going to let you fix it this time. I’m going to leave the knives right where they are. I want you to be reminded of how stupid you are every time you open the drawer.”
I swallowed, fighting the lump in my throat. “I’m not stupid.”
A laugh erupted from her, loud and high and completely lacking in mirth. “Oh, you’re not? Why, because you have a fancy master’s degree?” She stepped toward me, lacing her fingers through my hair – a gesture I used to love that held no comfort anymore. “I know better. You may have tricked your professors and your classmates, but I see the real you. The brainless sheep who can’t do anything but copy what smarter people do at school. Who can’t even follow simple directions when it comes to real life.”
“I’m sorry about the knives.” My voice cracked. “I don’t know what else you want me to say.”
Her eyes flashed. “Say you’re stupid.”
“I don’t want to do that.” My voice was small now. I sounded like a child.
“And I don’t want to hear it. Do you think I enjoy this?” She slammed her fist into the wall. “I just need to know you understand how dumb you really are.”
My heart thudded. I didn’t want to know what she’d do if I didn’t say it. “I’m stupid,” I whispered.
She grabbed my arm – hard. There would be bruise marks tomorrow. “Louder.”
“Chantel,” I said desperately.
She got in my face. “Say it again, louder.”
A tear spilled from my eye, and then another. If I just did what she was telling me, she’d leave me alone. “I’m stupid.” Still soft, but louder than before.
“Tell me how stupid you are,” she said, twisting my arm painfully. “How you tricked everybody and you don’t know anything.”
“I’m really stupid.” I choked on my tears, my fingers tingling from lack of circulation. “I tricked everybody. My family, teachers, friends. I don’t know anything.”
“Good girl.” She let me go, leaving my arm stinging. “Never forget how lucky you are that I put up with you. You think anyone else would ever treat you as well as I do, once they found out what you were like? You think anyone else would even want you?”
I looked down at my arm – the flesh was already turning a mottled purple. 
I just looked. That was all.
“You ungrateful bitch.” She shoved me, hard.
My skull cracked against the wall, and pain lanced through my head. Wordless, I sank to the floor. With my last shred of energy, I covered my head. 
“You’re pathetic, Lora,” she said from above me. “I can’t even stand to look at you.” 
Tears dripped from my eyes. I’d stay in my pathetic huddle as long as it took for her to leave. I wouldn’t take the chance of her hurting me again.
After a minute, the apartment door slammed.
I picked myself up carefully, feeling at the back of my head. I didn’t think I had a concussion – despite the drops of blood still on the wall. I cleaned it up before I could stop myself. I should’ve left it for Chantel so she wouldn’t be able to deny what she’d done later, like she always did.
Soft paw-steps entered the kitchen, and I looked into Virginia’s big green eyes. “Did you hear that, baby? I didn’t mean for you to hear our fight.” I hoped the kitten wasn’t traumatized.
Scooping her up, I held her to my heart. “Chantel doesn’t mean it,” I told her. “She just gets upset, and she doesn’t have a healthy way to handle it.”
The white fluff ball purred, apparently unbothered by what had gone on. Still, just holding her made me feel a bit better – especially when her rough little tongue came out and she licked my hand. I leaned against the counter, all the tension in my body dissipating. It felt so good to just hold Virginia and feel her simple, uncomplicated love.
I used to feel like that when I held Chantel, but things between us hadn’t been simple or uncomplicated in a long time. These “episodes,” as I called them – because she never admitted they’d ever happened – had started about a year into our relationship. Not often, only four or five times over the past two years.
We’d adopted Virginia a few weeks ago. Although we hadn’t put it into words, she was supposed to heal our broken relationship. And yet here we were again. The kitten clearly hadn’t solved anything. This episode had been the worst one yet.
“Not that I blame you,” I told the kitten. I blamed Chantel… and of course, myself. If I hadn’t set her off, things would’ve been fine. I just never knew what was going to set her off.
Setting Virginia down, I sighed. I knew I sounded like every other abuse victim ever. And that was what this was, if I had to put a name to it. Abuse.
I’d been able to deny it before, since she’d only slapped or scratched me. But this? Shoving me into the wall? My head was still throbbing, and the marks on my arm might not go away for days. She was abusing me, both physically and emotionally.
Virginia strutted around the table. She wasn’t usually allowed up there, and she had to sniff every new thing that she discovered. The place mats, the plates, the cutlery. Chantel had been about to cook dinner. If things hadn’t gone so wrong, we would’ve been eating by now.
The kitten poked her head into a glass of water, and her little tongue worked frantically as she lapped it up.
“See, this is why you’re not allowed on the table.” I picked her up and set her on the floor, my heart heavy. “I need to leave, Virginia. I can’t let this keep happening.”
That seemed to catch her attention. She paused and looked up at me, and I could’ve sworn there was sympathy in her big, blank eyes.
And then she sat and licked her paw.
 
*
 
I’d looked up this place’s address months ago. Committed it to heart, just in case I ever needed it. I’d been certain I wouldn’t… and yet here I was, at the door.
I shuffled my bags around, getting them out of the way so I could push the door open. The reception room was large and airy, with light brown walls and a comfortable-looking couch. Although it was dark outside at the moment, the large windows held the promise of warm light. 
I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding. I’d be safe here.
Moving inside, I set my things down in front of the reception desk. I reached for the bell, and hesitated. Did I really belong here? What if they told me what Chantel had done wasn’t bad enough? What if they didn’t think she could hurt me because she was a girl?
Part of me was ready to turn around and leave right now. I could get back home – Chantel wouldn’t be back yet, and she’d never know I’d left at all. I could still salvage our relationship. Could still keep going as if nothing had ever happened.
I bit my lip, doing my best to steel myself. Something had happened. And there was nothing worth salvaging.
All the good things about Chantel weren’t worth what she put me through. No one who loved me would do what she’d done to me.
I knew that intellectually, but… 
I’m really stupid. I tricked everybody. I’m pathetic. I was lucky she even put up with me.
No. Those were her words, not mine. I had to be stronger than this. I deserved better, dammit.
I reached for the bell again. Hesitated again. Wetness dripped down my face, and I let out a sob.
A flurry of activity came from the back. A woman rushed behind the desk, already apologizing. The decision had been made for me, and I felt equal parts sick and relieved.
I was so lost in my conflicting emotions, it took me a moment to realize I knew that voice. When I looked at the woman, her face was one I knew well.
She stared back at me, her mouth opening in an O of realization.
“Lora,” she breathed.
 



Two – Sydney
 
I knew I was supposed to be behind the desk at all times. The bell was only really for emergencies. Many of the abuse victims who arrived at Open Heart Women’s Shelter were wary, like scared animals, and would run if they didn’t immediately see a welcoming face.
I’d just snuck away to make a cup of tea. No one had come in for hours, which meant I’d been alone behind the desk with only a thick volume of feminist theory to keep me company. And as much as I enjoyed sinking my teeth into the dense literature, the journal had made me a little sleepy.
Now I stared at our shelter’s newest arrival – a young woman who’d been one of my star students only a few months ago.
“Dr. Burgin.” Lora’s eyes darted around the room, looking anywhere but at my face. “I-I didn’t know you worked here.”
“I volunteer,” I said, as warmly as I could. “Not that it makes a difference.” For a moment, I wondered if she’d come to volunteer. That would make more sense – but no, the way she toyed with her sleeve was a dead giveaway. Who wore long sleeves in mid-July?
“I’m here because…” She stopped and sniffled, her pretty face crumpling.
“Say no more.” I pushed a clipboard across the desk. “Here’s an intake form. I’ll be right back.”
I headed back to the volunteer room, where the kettle was still whistling. My hands shook as I poured the water. 
I’d been helping at the shelter for years – nothing should’ve surprised me at this point. Rationally, I knew that middle-class and educated women were just as likely to be abused as any others. Still, it was a shock to find one I knew personally coming to me for help.
Especially Lora Dayton, my strong, capable student. She’d aced my graduate-level class. I’d even watched her defend her master’s thesis. I still referred to her brilliant dissertation about the gender pay gap with my undergrads.
I’d even met her partner at a department party, and while I hadn’t had the chance to speak to her one-on-one, Chantel had seemed nice enough. Now that I looked back, wasn’t there something off about them, though? Hadn’t Lora seemed quieter when she was around?
I carried my tea back to the desk, where Lora was still bent over, scribbling. “You can sit down if you’d like,” I said sympathetically. “The form is a bit long.”
She nodded, again without looking at me, and went over to the couch. She hadn’t looked me in the eye since realizing who I was.
My heart went out to her. She was clearly going through a lot, and then running into someone she knew here had to make things even harder. No student would’ve wanted their professor knowing the personal details of what went on in their lives.
When she finished a few minutes later, I skimmed through her form. I let out a gasp when I saw the part about Chantel pushing her into the wall. “You need to go to the hospital.”
“No!” she said, sounding almost desperate. “I know the signs, and I don’t have a concussion.”
“The police, too. Lora…”
“Please, no.” She met my eyes for a second, then lowered her gaze again. “I don’t want to do any of those things. Coming here was hard enough.”
Reluctantly, I dropped the issue. If she was walking and talking normally, she’d be fine for a while longer. I’d keep observing her, and if I saw the slightest sign that anything was wrong, I’d insist that she get checked out. And as sad as it was, most of the women who came here were hesitant to involve the police.
“Let’s get you settled in for now,” I said. “Dinner time is over, but there’ll still be some leftovers.”
Her face flushed. “I don’t know if I need to stay here. I really just came for advice. I don’t want to take a bed or food away from people who really need it.”
“You brought a lot of stuff for someone who just came for advice.” I eyed her bags.
“I-I thought maybe I’d get a hotel.” She bit her lip. “I can’t really afford it, but I can put it on my card.”
“Don’t be silly.” I grabbed a backpack. “The whole reason we’re here is to help people like you.”
I headed for the back hallway. For a moment, I didn’t hear her move. Then her footsteps echoed behind me, even though she didn’t say a word.
The shelter used to be a duplex, so we eased through the small opening connecting the two parts. The reception, kitchen, and counseling room were in the part we’d come from, and the other part was reserved for bedrooms.
“You’re lucky,” I said as we reached room 8A. “We’re not too crowded at the moment, so you get the whole place to yourself.” I gestured at the empty bunk beds. “If we were busy, you could’ve been sharing with five other people.”
She blinked rapidly. “I guess I never thought about having to share. You’re sure no one else will end up coming in this room tonight?”
“Yeah, it’s really quiet. We have a whole other room that’s completely empty, so if anyone else comes, we’ll put them in there. But normally, most women call to let us know they’re coming, just to check if we have space available.”
“Oh!” She covered her mouth. “I never thought about that, either. I should’ve called. I’m so sorry.”
“Please stop apologizing.” I touched her arm, hoping to comfort her – then pulled back at her wince of fear. “It’s fine. You’re here, we have space, and everything is absolutely fine. You’re safe here.”
Her eyes widened at me, and for the first time, I noticed how blue they were. “Thank you,” she said softly, and looked at the floor.
My heart twisted. I was used to seeing women at their lowest, but this one was different. Maybe because I already knew her. Maybe just because she was her.
She was so beautiful and so vulnerable. Knowing her girlfriend had yelled at her and hit her infuriated me. She was the kind of woman who deserved the world, and her girlfriend had torn her down to nothing.
It wasn’t right. Internally, I vowed to rebuild the shattered shards of Lora’s self-esteem. At the very least, I’d do what I could.
“Anyway, there are sheets and towels on each bunk,” I said, snapping back into professionalism. “All we ask is that you bring them down whenever you leave.”
“Okay.” She sank onto the nearest bottom bunk, pushing back strands of her brown hair. “Thanks again, Dr. Burgin.”
“Call me Sydney. Please.”
She nodded.
“I’ll let you settle in now,” I said. “Whenever you’re ready, you can come out front and get some dinner. I’m sure you’re hungry.”
“It’s like you’re reading my mind.” She lay back on the bed. “I’m going to rest for a minute first. I’ll be out in a bit.”
I moved toward the door. “If you need anything, just give me a ring. The phone on the dresser connects directly to the front desk.”
“All right… Sydney.”
She gave me a small smile, the first I’d seen from her tonight. Her smile was so beautiful… and so broken. 
After half a second, the smile was gone, and I backed out of the door.
My heart ached for Lora, and I longed to make everything better. But what if there was nothing I could do?
 



Three – Lora 
 
Once I was alone, I threw my arm over my face. Deep breaths, Lora. I still couldn’t quite cope with the fact that my former professor was the volunteer who’d welcomed me here. It wasn’t enough that Sydney was brilliant and accomplished in the field of women’s studies. She also had to be generous and warm-hearted, too?
I’d already known she was a wonderful person. Every time we’d interacted, she’d been incredibly kind and supportive. I still remembered going to her for a deadline extension on a major paper. She’d asked me why I needed it, and I’d decided to be honest – that I was overwhelmed and didn’t know where to start. 
Rather than getting angry, or even irritated, she’d sat down with me and helped me work out a strong outline. Once I had that, I’d been so passionate about the material that I pulled a few all-nighters to finish the paper. I’d still handed it in late, and Sydney had docked points, but that was only fair.
With a sigh, I sat up. I would’ve liked nothing better than to nap right now, but I had someone else to think about. I knelt on the floor beside my backpack. I’d left the zipper an inch open for air, and I’d tried to jostle the bag as little as possible.
Still, I was met by a loud hiss and the unmistakeable smell of fecal matter when I opened it.
“I’m so sorry, Virginia,” I said. “I didn’t want to do that to you. You’re free – at least for now.” I’d have to put her back in the backpack if anyone else came into this room. If other women slept here, she might have to stay in there all night.
The kitten arched her back and bared her teeth at me. Her pupils were huge, filling her whole eyes, and when I reached out to comfort her, she shied away and scurried under a bed.
“Come on, Virginia.” I knelt by the bed, peering under it. “I’m only trying to help you.”
All I could see of her were those wide, fearful eyes. It was too dark under there to even make out her fluffy white fur.
I lay on my stomach and reached for her, but she darted away before I could touch her. “Please,” I begged. “I know you don’t understand, but you’re going to be okay. You just need to stay out here where I can see you. You’ll feel better if you let me pet you.” Tears filled my eyes, and my throat closed up. “Fuck,” I choked, “I’ll feel better if you let me pet you.”
Not one single thing could go right today. And this time, it was to be expected. Of course Virginia wouldn’t cooperate when it came to me hiding her. She was a scared animal. What had I thought she was going to do?
I grabbed a small bag of kibble from another backpack and poured a few nuggets into my hand. I needed Virginia to come out. If she’d be okay with being here, maybe I could be okay with being here.
She took a few faltering steps forward, then stopped. Her pink nose twitched as if she was considering whether the food was worth the danger of coming out. Apparently it wasn’t, because she stayed under the bed. I set the kibble down under the bed’s edge and waited.
Maybe she wouldn’t adjust to this. How could she? She didn’t even have a litter box. How was she supposed to go to the bathroom? I hadn’t thought this through, and shame welled up inside me as I realized what a terrible cat owner I’d been.
Sydney never would’ve done something like this, bringing her pet to a shelter that didn’t allow pets. She would’ve kept looking for one that allowed them, no matter how far it might be. Of course, she never would’ve had to take refuge at a women’s shelter at all.
Wetness dripped down my cheeks. Still flat on the floor, I pressed my face against the cold tile. I was running away from Chantel, the woman who was supposed to be the love of my life. For three years, she’d been my rock. I adored her. How could any of this be real?
The door swung open. “Lora, I – ”
I rolled over, blinking up at Sydney through blurred eyes. Who would’ve thought things could possibly get any worse?
“I realized I forgot to tell you about the counseling options.” She covered her eyes, then shook her head at herself and looked at the ceiling instead. “I shouldn’t have barged in on you like that. I should’ve knocked.”
This had to be the first time I’d ever seen her flustered. “I’ll be out in a second,” I said. “I just like to, um, ground myself when I’m feeling low.” Stay under the bed, Virginia.
“That’s a good idea. Maybe you can tell the others about that strategy in our group therapy sessions.” She gave a high laugh. “I’ll leave the brochures on your bed, and…” She paused. “Was that a meow?”
Oh, God, Virginia, not now. If Virginia could hear what I was mentally screaming at her, she didn’t listen. Now that I’d stopped trying to coax her out from under the bed, she’d tiptoed out and was sniffing her way around the kibble I’d set on the floor.
I gave her a quick shove under the bed, as if it was even possible to hide her at this point. Another meow escaped her, and she strode defiantly out and sat on her haunches. 
This kitten had the absolute worst timing. Why couldn’t she have been cool and confident when it was just us, and pull the scaredy-cat act when Sydney came in?
“I’m so, so sorry,” I said. “I know pets aren’t allowed here. I just couldn’t leave Virginia behind.”
I chanced a peek at Sydney’s face. She was biting her lip, one eyebrow raising. “You’re right, pets aren’t allowed. She’s adorable, but you can’t keep her here.” 
My throat choked up. “I can’t take her back to Chantel. She doesn’t even like cats. She only agreed to get her because I wanted her.” It’d been the nicest thing she’d ever done for me. When we’d adopted Virginia, I’d been certain Chantel really loved me. “I don’t know what she’ll do to Virginia if she’s alone with her.”
“You’ll have to figure something out.” Sydney’s voice was sympathetic, yet firm. “Don’t take her back to Chantel. That could be dangerous to both you and the kitten. But don’t you have a friend or a family member who could help you out?”
I shook my head. If I’d had anyone like that in my life, I would’ve been at their place, not at this shelter. “It was just me and Chantel,” I said. “We were supposed to be together forever – I didn’t need anybody else. Virginia was supposed to fix things between us… but she didn’t fix anything at all.”
I dissolved in tears, bringing my knees to my chest and dropping my head. I hugged myself tight. My head ached – my heart, body, and soul ached. I felt like I was being torn apart from the inside out.
I sensed motion near me, and then warm arms wrapped around me. “It’s okay,” Sydney said softly. “Let it all out. You’re safe here.”
For a moment, I allowed myself to be comforted by her touch. She was so sure of herself that I almost believed my life could be okay again. And she smelled so nice… like peaches.
But I couldn’t fool myself for long. “It’s not okay,” I choked out. “What am I going to do about Virginia?”
Sydney squeezed me tighter, and her hand made soothing circles on my back. “I’ll look after her for you.”
“What? No.” I pulled away, and immediately missed the warmth of her embrace. “I can’t let you do that.”
“Of course you can.” Her beautiful brown eyes were sad. “I don’t think we have another choice.”
 



Four – Sydney
 
The kitten sat on the corner of my couch, licking her front paws without sparing a glance at me. She barely seemed to notice I was there, despite the way I’d driven all over town trying to find a pet store that was open at eleven o’clock on a Thursday night. I’d eventually gone to the dollar store and gotten a cheap foot tub to serve as a makeshift litter box.
Virginia, Lora had called her. Like Virginia Woolf, maybe? The name suited the tiny furball of a cat. She was all white fur and sharp claws, and yet there was something dignified about her.
I sank onto the couch next to her and ran my fingers along her head. “You’ve had quite the adventure tonight,” I said. “I hope you’ll adjust to being here. But don’t adjust too well. You’re not going to stay for long.”
A rumbling purr came from deep in her chest.
“Pretty crazy about your mom,” I said, pulling her onto my lap. “She must be asleep over at the shelter by now. Don’t worry, she’s safe. Another volunteer’s on the graveyard shift.” 
I yawned. I used to volunteer overnight, but at thirty-nine, the lack of sleep hit me a little too hard, especially when I had to teach in the morning.
Virginia stood on top of me, her claws digging into my thighs as she kneaded me. Her claws were so small that the sensation was more cute than painful. Still, after a moment I found my eyes watering. “Sit down,” I told her.
She stepped off my lap, turned in a circle right beside me, and sat down there.
I shook my head. This cat was a brat, and I was already falling for her.
“We’re going to be just fine together,” I said.
 
*
 
I left the humanities department building, slipping on my sunglasses to protect against the mid-summer glare. My eyes struggled to stay open under the tinted lenses. I’d struggled to sleep after encountering Lora at Open Heart, and teaching today had been a tedious drudge.
The bright spot was knowing Virginia was waiting for me at home. I hoped the little rascal hadn’t torn my condo apart in my absence. I’d gone to the pet store and picked up some things for her during my time between classes. Maybe I should’ve been grading midterm papers instead… but I couldn’t wait to see what that silly kitten would think of the toys and treats I’d gotten her.
I was just stepping into the campus parking lot when a voice called from behind me. “Sydney, wait up!”
I whirled around to see one of my favorite colleagues, Karen from the English department. We shared a lot of academic interests… and occasionally, after inter-departmental parties, we shared a bottle of wine and got naked.
“How are you?” I asked, giving her a tight hug. Her curly hair floated into my face and her perfume wafted around me.
“Great,” she said. “I was just thinking I hadn’t seen you in far too long, and then there you were! Do you have some time to catch up?” Her eyes twinkled, letting me know she was thinking about more than just drinks.
The idea tempted me. As far as I could remember, I hadn’t been with anyone since our last rendezvous after the faculty Christmas party. Still, I had to deal with the grading I should’ve done this afternoon, and I was looking forward to seeing Virginia.
“Not tonight,” I said. “I have to get home to this kitten I’m babysitting.”
“A kitten?” She threw her head back and laughed. “You’re such a lesbian stereotype.”
I shrugged, digging into my purse for my keys. “She’s not even mine.”
Karen smirked. “Not yet. I have a feeling you might end up keeping her.”
“Not a chance.” Leaning in, I gave her a peck on the cheek. “Call me, okay? We’ll catch up soon.”
“You bet.” She headed back the way she’d came, her perfume lingering in my nose.
Twenty minutes later, I’d forgotten all about her offer. Too impatient for the elevator, I took the stairs two at a time. I burst into my condo, already calling out to Virginia.
I found the kitten sitting on the couch arm, right where I’d left her this morning. She opened her mouth in a yawn as if she’d had a long, hard day. The silly thing probably hadn’t moved a muscle in hours.
“Would you like a treat, pretty kitty?” I dug the bag of gourmet chicken nibbles out of my shopping bag. “We’ll see how you like this one.”
Virginia sniffed suspiciously at the treat, then nipped it out of my hand. As soon as she finished chewing, she turned her big eyes on me, silently requesting another.
“Jeez,” I laughed. “It’s like you haven’t eaten in weeks.” I grinned as she stepped onto my lap and nosed at my hand. “Now I see how to win your love and affection.”
Giving her another treat, I ran my fingers down her silky back. She was so tiny and fragile – Lora had to be worried sick about her. In fact, I should probably give her a call.
“Hey,” I said when Lora picked up. “How are you doing?”
“I’m… okay.” Her voice was shaky, and I immediately regretted not having called sooner.
“Are you still at the shelter?”
“Yeah.”
“Did you have your initial counseling session?”
“Yeah. It was kind of good, I guess. Helpful.” She still sounded unsure.
“That’s great,” I said. “I just know things are going to get better from here. Anyway, I’m mostly calling to let you know Virginia’s doing great.”
“Oh, that’s such a relief.” She sniffled. “I’ve been so worried. As soon as I can, I’m going to get my own place and take her off your hands. I should never have put you in this position.”
“Don’t even worry about that. Just focus on yourself and doing what’s right for you. Besides, she’s a great kitten. I love having her around.”
“Isn’t she the best?” Lora choked up. “I miss her so much already.”
“Here, I’ll put you on speakerphone.” I pressed a few buttons on my phone. “She’s on my lap right now, munching on some treats I’ve been giving her.”
“That’s amazing. She never sits on my lap, or Chan– ”
I cut her off before she began to sob. “I didn’t say she was sitting. More half-up, half-down with her butt sticking up in the air.”
Lora choked out a laugh. “I guess that’s something.”
“I should let you go,” I said. “I’m glad to hear you’re doing all right. I’ll give you a call again tomorrow, okay?”
“Oh.” There was an anxious note in her voice. “You’re not going to be here tomorrow?”
I didn’t have another Open Heart shift until next week. “No.”
“I thought I might see you tonight, even.”
Oh, hell. My heart was breaking for her. She was alone in the world, and even if we didn’t know each other well, I was something familiar for her to hold onto – an anchor in a raging storm. “Actually, I got that wrong,” I said lightly. “I thought today was Thursday. I have a daytime shift tomorrow.”
Or I would when I called the volunteer manager and let her know I’d be coming in.
“So I might see you tomorrow?” Lora asked in a small voice.
How exactly was I going to rearrange my other commitments? I normally volunteered at the downtown soup kitchen on Saturdays, and then there was the grading I still needed to finish. 
“That’s right,” I said. “See you soon.”
 



Five – Lora
 
Chantel had been messaging me nonstop. Seriously, I’d had to turn off my phone this morning because it wouldn’t stop going off. I’d accidentally-on-purpose snuck a glimpse at a few of her texts, which vacillated between heartfelt apologies and vehement accusations. 
You didn’t really leave, did you?
I know you wouldn’t have gone without a word to me. You’re stupid, but not that goddamn stupid. You know I deserve better than that.
I’m sorry for what I did to you. I never meant to hurt you. Come back.
With my head in such a spin, I worried I’d pick up one of her phone calls, too. The second I heard her voice, I’d probably break down and run back to her.
I was aware of all the academic psychology on abused women – how they rarely managed to leave on the first try, and how they convinced themselves their abusers would change. It was so easy to think you’d never act like that, until you were actually in that position. Leaving once had been hard enough, and not going back was going to be even harder. I couldn’t stand to lose what Chantel and I had. 
When I finally looked at my phone again, my breath caught in my throat. My calendar app reminded me I was scheduled for a shift at work. I had to go in from twelve until seven, and it was already eleven-thirty.
I hurried into a set of clothes that yesterday’s volunteer had given me. They didn’t fit properly, but they were clean – unlike the outfit I’d been wearing when I’d arrived, which was still drenched in fear-sweat. Anyway, no one at the grocery store was going to be examining their cashier’s style choices.
I shook my head inwardly as I pressed my pedal to the metal. With a master’s degree in women’s studies, I was still earning a living bagging groceries. Not much of a living, either. 
But today I was somewhat grateful for the mindlessness of my job. If I’d needed to use my brain for this, I might not have gotten through the day. As it stood, I’d just have to buckle down and turn my mind off. I could power through seven hours, and then I’d be free.
Free to what? That was the real question. To go back to my cold bed at the shelter? To cry myself to sleep all over again?
“Hey, Lora,” a coworker said when I walked in. “You look different today. Have you lost weight?”
“I don’t think so,” I mumbled, and set myself up behind the register.
She gave me a hard stare, then shrugged. Normally I was friendly and cheerful, so she’d just figure I’d had a bad day. I felt bad for blowing her off, but I’d chat with her another time. I was barely clinging to my composure.
The shift went by painfully slowly. Every second customer had something to complain about, and a few even had the nerve to ask why I wasn’t smiling. It was enough that my manager came out to check if something was wrong.
“I’m sorry,” I said uncomfortably. “I’m just… going through some stuff.” For the moment, that seemed to be enough explanation for Travis. He nodded and left.
Tell him you left me, Chantel’s voice challenged inside my head. Tell him you were being abused. See if he believes you.
Of course he would… I hoped.
How could I ever hurt you? she asked. Look at me – I’m shorter than you! You’re making a big deal out of nothing… you always were so dramatic.
I shook my head, staring blankly at the computer screen in front of me.
Go ahead with your break-up theatrics if you must. You’ll come back to me. We belong together, and you know it.

A tear dripped down my cheek. I didn’t want that to be true, but what if Chantel was right? No one got me like she did. No one loved me like she did…
The customer now standing in front of me cleared her throat, and Travis reappeared as if he’d never left. Putting up the “Register Closed” sign, he turned to me. “You need to go home.”
I blinked away more tears. I didn’t have a home to go to. “Please don’t make me leave.” 
“I don’t know what’s going on in your personal life, but I can’t have you crying in front of customers.”
“I really need the money.” I was going to have to pay a month’s rent and the security deposit on a new place soon. I had nowhere near that amount in my bank account, and Chantel would never give me back any part of the deposit we’d split.
Although Travis frowned at me, his hard eyes softened. “Go take your break early, then. The back room’s empty.”
I did as he said, checking the clock to make sure I wouldn’t take a single extra minute.
I just needed to hold it together for the rest of this shift, and then I’d get to see Sydney.
 
*
 
I checked my phone as I got into my car, exhausted. There were fourteen new texts, twelve of which were from Chantel. I started to delete those without reading them, then hesitated. I left them alone, knowing I’d give in and look at them later.
For now, I checked the ones from Sydney. I thought you were at the shelter. Are you around?
And then, I’m done with my shift. Heading home. Call me??
Oh, hell… I hadn’t thought to ask her what time she’d be at Open Heart today. I hadn’t been thinking straight since I left my apartment on Thursday night.
Noticing the last message was only from half an hour ago, I gave her a call.
“Hey,” she said, sounding concerned. “What’s going on?”
“I had to go in to work. It’s been a long day.” I stared at the busy parking lot outside of my windshield. “How are you? And Virginia?”
“Good,” she said. “I’ve just been so worried. When I didn’t see you today, I thought maybe you’d decided to go back…”
“Of course not.” I decided not to mention how I’d been reading Chantel’s text messages. “I’m not that kind of… victim. I left her because it’s over.” My voice was barely audible by the last word. I was sure Sydney could hear my lack of conviction.
“I’m glad to hear that,” she said warmly. “Listen, are you nearby? If you’re around, maybe we could grab a coffee. I’d like to see you for myself, make sure you’re all right.”
“I’m not,” I said with a humorless laugh. “I can tell you that much.”
She was so kind, though. I wondered if she was this nice to all the women who came to Open Heart, or just the ones she personally knew. 
I might’ve actually taken her up on the offer if she hadn’t been who she was. I’d already been humiliated in front of her enough. She’d seen me at my lowest point, sobbing and begging. As much as I admired her – because I admired her – I hoped I wouldn’t see her again until I was back on my feet.
I closed my eyes and envisioned a day sometime in the future. Me, a few years into a tenured position at some university, coming back to Bayridge for an academic conference. I’d spot the esteemed Dr. Sydney Burgin at the other end of the conference hall, and we’d nod to each other. Totally professional, one equal to the other. No sympathy in her eyes, only respect.
Maybe I’d even have a beautiful woman on my arm – a girlfriend or a wife. The nameless, faceless silhouette in my imagination made my throat choke up. She wouldn’t be Chantel…
“Call me if you need anything,” Sydney said, breaking me out of my reverie. “Anything at all. Even if you just want to talk to Virginia on speakerphone. Or if you want me to send you pictures of her. I’ve taken a few.”
“I will.”
We hung up, and I stared at my steering wheel. I was going to drive back to the shelter… right after I looked at these texts from Chantel.
 



Six – Sydney
 
I settled onto the couch, placing my glass of wine on the coffee table. After flipping on the TV, I grabbed the bag of treats and called Virginia over. She still wasn’t the most affectionate kitten, but bribing her seemed to be a sure way to get some attention.
I held the kibble a few inches out of Virginia’s reach, forcing her to jump onto my lap if she wanted it. With visible reluctance, she jumped on, and immediately hopped back off again. She sat at my feet and munched on her prize.
I bent down to scratch her head. “I’m going to make you love me eventually, kitty. You might as well give in now.” 
Actually, I hoped I’d have her long enough to make her love me. Not that I wanted Lora to stay in the shelter a minute longer, but I really was enjoying having Virginia around. Now that she was visiting, I realized how much life my quiet condo had been lacking.
I took a sip of wine and glanced at the TV. I seemed to have tuned in halfway through a cheesy rom-com I’d seen a million times. I took a moment to appreciate the wine’s fruity undertones, debating whether I wanted to watch the movie again or not. It always did make me smile – rom-coms were my guilty pleasure. But for some reason, I was antsy. It didn’t take long for me to reach for my phone.
I wasn’t like those millennials with their phones practically surgically implanted into their hands. For years, I’d held off on getting a smartphone at all. Normally I checked mine only when I needed it. 
Although I wasn’t expecting any calls or texts now, there turned out to be a single message. Hey babe, still want to catch up? Let me know when you’re free! It was from Karen.
I drummed my fingers on my thigh. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to see an old friend. It wasn’t like I had anything else going on.
Free now? I replied. I have a bottle of wine with your name on it.
She answered affirmatively, and half an hour later, she was at my door.
She was dressed in a relaxed-sexy manner, with a loose knee-length sundress I could just picture myself hiking up. Her make-up was minimal, her hair swept into a messy updo. I pecked her on the cheek and invited her in.
“It’s been too long since I’ve been over here,” she said, moving through the hallway to the living room. “Where’s this cat you told me about?”
I pointed to Virginia, who was currently blending into the white blanket folded on the couch. Karen gasped and put her hands to her heart. “She’s a darling! Why are you babysitting, again?” 
I gave her the short version of what’d happened – a former student coming to the shelter and trying to sneak her pet in. Karen tried to hide her surprise, but her eyes widened. I could tell she’d never imagined a graduate from a women’s studies masters program being put in that position.
“Well, I adore this little girl,” she said. “If your former student can’t find a pet-friendly apartment, maybe you’ll get to keep her.”
To keep Lora? My heart stuttered, and it took me a second to realize she was talking about Virginia. “That’d be nice, but I’d rather her go back to her actual owner.” I nudged Virginia with the back of my hand. “Maybe I’ll think about getting my own pet when this is over, though.”
We sat on the couch a few inches apart, and Karen picked up the glass I’d already poured for her. Her lips turned upward, her eyelashes fluttering.
She definitely was a beautiful woman, and in a way, she’d been my longest relationship. Our first intimate encounter had happened five or six years ago. I’d never forget the faculty mixer where she’d cornered me and we’d finally followed through on all of the flirtatious glances we’d been exchanging.
Neither of us had ever pushed for it to be more than an occasional rendezvous. We took care of each other’s needs, and that was all. We only had our “dates” a few times a year, if we both felt like it and neither of us was seeing anyone else. It could hardly be considered a relationship – but then, none of mine had been much more serious.
I’d been exclusive with a few other women, and it’d been nice to have someone I could call my partner. But my work and volunteer schedule was packed, and with the tiny amount of queer women in Bayridge, I’d usually ended up dating long-distance. Most of my relationships had been weekends-only, and even the most successful had ended up fading out after six or eight months.
“And you?” I asked. “What have you been up to?”
Karen’s face brightened, and she launched into a story about the next article she’d be submitting to a journal. Her research was interesting… at least for the first five minutes of her monologue about it. I nodded politely, sinking into the couch. Now I remembered why our meetings were usually more sexual than personal, and why I’d never been tempted to ask her on a real date.
Eventually she started winding down her speech. She was still talking, but her hand was on my thigh, and she looked meaningfully into my eyes. “I’m really going to break down the gender representation in Titus Andronicus.” She squeezed my leg. “That kind of analysis is severely lacking for Shakespeare’s lesser-known plays.” 
“It sounds fascinating,” I said – somewhat truthfully. I’d probably read the article when it came out, but I’d fall asleep if Karen kept going about it a minute longer. I took her hand off my thigh, gently setting it down next to me. “I kind of just want to catch up tonight, to be honest.”
She frowned. “Oh… I just assumed…”
“I know. I guess I’m not feeling it.”
Her head tilted questioningly. She knew that normally, I was always feeling it. “Is something wrong?”
“No, not at all.”
“Have you met someone else?”
“No.” 
Lora’s tear-stained face flashed through my mind, and I quickly pushed it out. The fact that I thought about her a lot lately didn’t mean I had feelings for her. She’d just left an abusive relationship, for heaven’s sake. Going for her would’ve been the worst idea in the history of humanity.
“Well, it’s fine,” Karen said, although she didn’t sound too sure about it. “We can just hang out, if that’s what you want to do.” She fidgeted, and the hem of her sundress slid an inch up her thigh. “Is there anything on TV?”
Not reacting to the skin she’d revealed, I grabbed the remote. The first cheesy rom-com was just ending, and a second was coming on. “How about this?”
“Sure, yeah.”
A crinkling sound came from the floor. Virginia had discovered the bag of treats was still there, and she gnawed at the package, trying to get in.
Laughing, I picked her up and set her on my lap. Even without sex, tonight could still be fun.
 



Seven – Lora
 
After days of trying to avoid it, I’d gotten roped into a one-on-one counseling session. My counselor, Trudy, looked about seventy, and her eyes were so small behind her thick glasses that I wondered if she could see me at all.
“Don’t expect me to get much out of this,” I warned her right off the bat. “I know all about abuse, in theory. It’s different when you’re living it.”
“How about this?” she asked. “Instead of worrying about what you’ll get out of it, just start with a blank slate and see what happens. Even if you don’t learn anything, you might still feel better after talking through things.”
Reluctantly, I nodded. I definitely did have a gaping hole in my life where “someone to talk to” should’ve been. I had friends, and my family, but I hadn’t even told them I’d left Chantel. I couldn’t bear to face their responses.
It wasn’t that they’d blame me or anything like that. I feared their pity more. They’d see me as weak, vulnerable. And I’d be humiliated when they found out my relationship had failed. They all loved Chantel, so how had I brought this horrible side out of her?
Maybe they wouldn’t believe me, come to think about it. She kept her mean side for when we were alone. To everyone else, she was a princess. She was always friendly to everyone, buying drinks for my friends and remembering my family members’ birthdays. If I hadn’t seen her cruelty for myself, I never would’ve thought it was possible.
“Why don’t we start at the beginning?” Trudy asked. “Tell me about the start of your relationship with Chantel.”
“It was great,” I said flatly. “I’d recently come out of the closet, and she swept me off my feet. We met at a bar and started making out, and she insisted on taking me out to dinner the next day.”
Trudy asked about how our relationship had progressed, and how the abuse had started. I reached for a tissue as soon as she used that word. Even though logically I knew it was the correct term, I still felt strange about using it. Chantel had never punched me or kicked me, and the times she’d gotten physical at all were so rare. But I knew that even without any physical aspect, our relationship had been emotionally abusive.
“Did Chantel ever isolate you from others?” Trudy asked. “For example, was she jealous about who you’d see, or did she try to prevent you from contacting your friends or family?”
“No.” My throat tightened. Maybe she was going to say I hadn’t been abused after all. She’d send me away and give her time to an actual victim.
“Did she pressure you to have sex, or withhold sex to punish you?”
“No.”
“Did she take control of your financial situation?” she asked. “Control the money and make you ask for it?”
“No.” We’d never combined our finances, thankfully – but now I felt less and less like I had the right to be here. “Maybe she wasn’t so bad after all.” My voice faltered, and Trudy’s hazy eyes fixed on me.
“Every abuser is different,” she said kindly. “I’m trying to determine exactly what type she was so that I know how best to help you. There’s no doubt that she did abuse you.”
“Oh.”
“Did she treat you like you were inferior, or make demands as if you were a servant?”
“Um… yes.” I crumpled and uncrumpled the tissue in my hand. I could still hear her yelling at me about the knives in the drawer. Why had I never been able to get it right?
“Did she use anger and intimidation? Change her mood suddenly, give you the silent treatment, or stomp out of the house?”
“Yes.”
“And emotional abuse? Did she put down your intelligence, call you names, swear at you, or call you crazy or irrational?”
“God, yes.” I brought the tissue to my eyes. “She was right about some of those things, though.”
“I highly doubt that.” The sympathetic look Trudy gave me made me squirm. “We’re going to work through all of these things in our next few sessions and get your self-esteem back on track. I’ll go through some options with you, and we’ll make a safety plan to help you protect yourself.”
“Sounds great.” I was willing to say whatever it took to be able to leave. I couldn’t take much more of her pity. Her only saving grace was that she was a stranger. I could open up to her more easily than I could to, say, my parents.
I headed back to my room, grabbing my phone as soon as I saw it on my dresser. Chantel was still messaging me, and I still hadn’t replied to her. Sydney had also texted me to check in, and I decided to call her back.
“How are you?” I asked when she picked up. “How’s Virginia?”
“We’re both doing fine,” she said. “In fact, I was just thinking about you.”
“Only good things, I hope.” More likely she’d been thinking something like poor Lora, I wonder how I can help her.
“I was wondering if you’d like to come visit Virginia,” she said. “You must miss her.”
“I do, but…” 
I hesitated, unsure of why I was about to decline the invitation. I’d be overjoyed to see Virginia again – I could use some unconditional love in my life, or rather, some reluctantly-given affection. And while I still wasn’t completely ready to see Sydney, at least she knew what was going on with me lately. I’d been avoiding my friends, not wanting to explain what’d happened, which meant that every day, I got more and more lonely.
“Okay,” I said. “When should I come over?”
 
*
 
Sydney’s condo was large and airy, with picture windows overlooking the lake. Her walls were decorated with abstract paintings of the female form and a giant cross-stitch reading “Smash the Patriarchy.” I wondered how much she’d paid for this place – I didn’t think professors made too much. 
Before I’d finished looking around, Virginia skittered up to me. My heart swelled at the sight of her. She was even cuter and fluffier than I remembered, and I could’ve sworn she’d grown in the past few days.
“You remember me!” I said, scooping her up.
“Of course she does,” Sydney said from behind me. “Cats are pretty smart, you know.”
“I’ve never had one before,” I said, holding the kitten to my chest. “I always wanted one.” I held back from getting teary over Chantel again. I still didn’t completely have a lid on my emotions, but I was getting there.
“I had one for fifteen years,” Sydney said. “His name was Jamieson. He was my best friend, and I was a wreck when he passed away. I swore I’d never go through that heartache again.”
“I can’t even think about Virginia passing away.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you think about that. I was just going to say, having this sweet baby in my life has made me think maybe it’d be worth it to adopt another cat. All of the joy he gave me for fifteen years was worth more than the anguish when he died.” Sydney touched my arm gently. “Anyway, I’ll get you a drink.”
She headed into her kitchen, and I followed her. As she opened the cupboard, I noticed two wine glasses on the counter next to the sink.
“Oh, I need to wash those,” she said, putting them in the sink. “I’m not a messy person, but I’ve been tired all day.”
“Did you have a date?” I asked before I could stop myself.
Her cheeks went pink. “I just had a friend over.”
Both of the glasses had lipstick prints on them. I didn’t usually wear lipstick for a laid-back hangout at a friend’s place. Maybe Sydney did, but the look on her face said otherwise.
“Tell me more,” I teased. “Is it serious?”
“It’s nothing.” She opened the fridge and gestured at the inside. “What would you like? I have white wine, rosé, orange juice…” 
“I’ll take some juice,” I said, setting the squirming kitten down on the floor. “Save the wine for your next date.”
She poured me a glass, still avoiding my eyes. I decided I’d leave the subject alone – it wasn’t my business if she was seeing someone. Good for her, in fact. I’d always vaguely wondered why she was single. I didn’t remember seeing or hearing about a partner of hers during the two years of my master’s degree.
She was definitely attractive, even if she was quite a bit older than me. Her features were classically beautiful, and thick blonde hair framed her face. She was a hundred percent feminine, yet something about the set of her eyes screamed “gay.” Only the fine lines at her temples betrayed that she wasn’t still twenty-five.
“Anyway, how was your day?” she asked, bringing me back to the living room.
“Not so good.” I dropped onto the couch and took a long sip of juice. “I started looking for apartments, but none of them want me. I don’t have enough for the security deposit, and they’re not willing to only take me without it. I think I’m going to have to get a payday loan. It’s just going to take me months and months to pay off.”
“Better than staying in the shelter,” Sydney said quietly.
“Exactly.”
“Can’t your family help you out at all, though?”
I bit my lip. “I don’t want to ask them for help. They have their own problems.” My younger sister was disabled, and her care cost a lot of money. My dad didn’t earn much, which meant the whole burden was on my mom. 
“They shouldn’t mind,” Sydney said. “You’re their daughter. They love you.”
“I know. I just…” I didn’t want them to know how poorly I’d been treated. “I don’t want to bother them.”
“Don’t you think they’d be more bothered to know what you’re going through?” she asked. “They’d be able to help you, right?”
“They’d be able to cover my deposit. Nothing more.”
“Then let them do that.” Sydney grabbed my hand and stared me in the eyes. “I’m serious, Lora. Don’t put yourself through this. You don’t have to do everything alone. Let people help you.”
Uncomfortable with the force of her gaze, I turned my head away. My hand was still in hers, and I tried to ignore its soft warmth. “I’m not doing everything alone. I let the shelter help me, didn’t I? That wasn’t easy.”
“That was one step… but I saw how much you hated it.” Sydney squeezed my hand. “Look at me, Lora. You’re at a low point in your life right now, and you’re going to need a lot of help from other people. I know you don’t want to ask for it, but you have to. People are going to be happy to help you, because they love you.”
Reluctantly looking into the depths of her brown eyes, I sighed. “Maybe you’re right.”
“Will you call your parents?”
I rubbed the back of my neck. “Fine.”
“I mean now.”
My shoulders tensed, and my jaw clenched. I hated that I had to do this… but with Sydney’s kindness and support, maybe I could do it. “All right,” I said. “I’ll call them right now.”
 



Eight – Sydney
 
“Hey, stranger,” Rebecca said when I arrived at the soup kitchen the next Saturday. “Feels like I haven’t seen you in a while.”
“I missed one shift,” I laughed. “What’s it to you?”
“We were short on hands, is what.” She tossed me an apron, which I tied on. “You know how crazy it gets here at lunchtime.”
“Fair enough.” I peeked into the stock pot, which was already bubbling with chicken noodle soup. “Something came up, but it was a one-time thing. You know I’d never miss my shift for no reason.”
With a “hmph,” she pulled a few loaves of fresh bread out of the fridge. “The grocery store on High Street donated these. They’re not sliced, so you can cut them and put a piece on each tray.” She was always the earliest volunteer to arrive on Saturday mornings, so she always knew what needed to be done.
“Sounds good,” I said. “The guests are going to love this.”
I set myself to slicing, thinking about Lora as I did. She was in a slightly better place than she’d been a week ago. Once she’d called her parents and let them know her predicament, they’d been more than willing to help her financially, as I’d expected. Since it was only mid-month, she was still having trouble finding an apartment that’d rent to her. The fact that she had a cat didn’t help, but I had faith she’d find something soon.
In the meantime, I was still enjoying having Virginia around. Actually, I was going to miss that kitten pretty terribly when she left. She’d actually sat on my lap this morning – only for a minute, but she’d come to me all by herself, and while she was on me she’d licked my hand with her rough little tongue.
“Sydney,” Rebecca called, “we’re ready to plate the rice now.”
The next four hours were a blur of portioning, serving, and washing dishes. By the time the shift was over, I was sweaty and exhausted. I yawned as I dried the last plate and stuck it back in the cupboard. 
The homeless and underprivileged people that we fed were so grateful that it made everything worth it. Sometimes one would be high on drugs or just angry at life, but today the biggest problem had been telling people they couldn’t come back for seconds or thirds.
“Good job today,” Rebecca said. “It went a lot smoother than last week because you were here.”
I nodded, still feeling a bit guilty over skipping my last shift. I knew how much the soup kitchen needed me, but I’d thought Lora needed me, too.
“Do you want to grab a coffee?” Rebecca asked. “We haven’t had a good chat in a while.”
I did want to catch up with her. She was a great listener, and we never got the chance to have actual conversations during our shifts. But… “Maybe next week,” I said. “I have other plans.”
Twenty minutes later, I pulled into the parking lot at Open Heart. I went inside, nodding to the volunteer, and headed into the dining hall.
Lora was sitting alone, a half-empty lunch tray in front of her as she stared into space. Her eyes stayed unfocused as I walked toward her. Only when I sat down across from her did she blink in recognition. “Hey! Are you volunteering today?”
“No,” I said. “Just dropping by.”
Something flickered across her face – happiness? – and then it was gone. “It’s good to see you. How are you? How’s Virginia?”
“Both good,” I said. “She’s been getting snugglier lately – by which I mean, she’ll sit on my lap for ten seconds before standing up and walking away.”
“Not bad,” Lora laughed. “The longest she’d ever sit on me was about twenty seconds, so you’re already halfway there. I hope to take her off your hands soon, though.”
I bit my lip. “Did you find an apartment?”
“Yeah.” A far-off smile came over her face. “It’s fantastic. Just a studio, but it’s so cozy inside. Plus it’s in a great area, and the price is right. I’m supposed to go back and sign the lease tonight.”
“Wow, congratulations. When are you moving?”
“Tomorrow, if I can. It’s not like I have a lot of stuff to move, so…” She shrugged. “I have a shift at work, so I figure I’ll come by for Virginia around eight, if you’re free.”
Tomorrow night at eight. That gave me roughly twenty-six more hours with the adorable kitten… and twenty-six more hours to be connected to Lora. Would we stay in touch once she took her cat back? 
I hated the thought of not knowing whether she stayed on the path she was on. If we fell out of touch, she could end up like so many abuse victims and go back to her abuser. Even if we were in touch, obviously I couldn’t prevent her from returning to Chantel. But I could at least be there to support her, bolster her self-esteem, and advise her on the best course of action.
Besides, I seriously would miss Virginia.
“Eight o’clock is fine,” I said quietly. “Why don’t I bring her over to your new place? You’ll be stressed enough from moving and work, and coming over would be one more trip.”
“Don’t worry about me,” she said. “You’ve done so much already. I would’ve been maxing out my credit card on a cat kennel if you hadn’t offered to look after Virginia.”
“It was nothing. You’re at a rough time in your life. Plus, come on.” I laughed. “I got to look after Virginia.”
“Fair enough.” She picked up her tray. “You can bring her over.”
 
*
 
Virginia crouched in the carrier I’d bought her. Her pupils had become tiny slits, and her claws scrabbled at the bars keeping her in. “It’s okay,” I told her, taking the carrier out of the car. “You’re almost at your new home. Almost back to Mommy.”
I left the cat food and litter box in the car – I’d come back for them after delivering Virginia. The apartment was in a great neighborhood, as Lora had said. The building itself looked a bit rundown, though. 
I headed inside and looked for Lora’s buzzer. The system seemed to be broken, so I called her. “The door doesn’t lock,” she said. “You can just come in.”
Frowning, I went inside. This place gave me a bad feeling, and I wondered if Lora had moved in too hastily. Not that I would’ve wanted her to stay in the shelter forever, of course.
The elevator was broken, too, so I walked up the three flights to her unit. Luckily she wasn’t any higher, because I was out of breath and Virginia was crying by the time we got to her floor.
“Here we are, kitty,” I panted, knocking on Lora’s door. “You won’t have to deal with that trek again soon. Me, on the other hand…” I thought mournfully about the supplies I’d left in the car.
Lora opened her door and wrapped me in a long hug – even, I noted, before acknowledging Virginia. “Thank you so much for bringing her.” Once she let me go, she cooed over Virginia. “Look at my poor baby! You’ve been so brave, haven’t you? That scary car ride! You finally made it, and you’re safe now!”
I could’ve said the same to her. Instead, I came further into her apartment. The walls were dingy, although I supposed the large windows were nice. There was no furniture as of yet, and I wondered where she was planning to sleep.
“Sorry,” she said from behind me. “I’d invite you to sit down, but…”
“That’s okay.” I peeked into the kitchen area and was grateful to discover she’d bought a few things. I pulled a drinking glass free of its box, rinsed it in the sink, and poured myself some water.
Meanwhile, Lora let Virginia out of her carrier. The kitten scurried around the room as if looking for a place to hide. Giving up, she sat in a corner, hunched up with her ears flattened.
“She’s terrified,” Lora said, sounding more despondent than anything else.
“She’ll get used to being here,” I said. “Even if it’s a new environment, she’s back with her mama. She’ll adjust in no time.”
“I don’t know,” Lora said, kneeling in front of Virginia. “She barely seems to remember me.” She held out her hand to the kitten, who shied away.
“Give it a little time.” I sat on the floor next to them. “You haven’t talked to Chantel, right?”
Lora visibly tensed. “No… why?”
“Just because this is going to be a vulnerable time for you.” I picked up one of Virginia’s paws, which she immediately pulled back. “You’ll be on your own again, without daily counseling. It’d only be natural if you got lonely, and if Chantel were to call you, no one would blame you if you picked up.”
“She does still call,” she said in a low voice. “I don’t answer.”
“That’s great. Keep it up.” I wanted to put my arms around her, but the tension in her shoulders told me to give her space. “You’re actually in a great position, believe it or not. You two weren’t married. You have no kids together. You’ve already broken your lease with her, which is the most complicated part. All you need to keep away from her now is willpower, and you have that.”
“I guess so.”
“I hope you know you still have resources for support. You can go back to the shelter for group counseling sessions… and you always have me.”
“Thanks, Sydney.” She met my eyes. “I think I’ll be okay. I didn’t come this far just to forgive her.”
“Good. Don’t forget what she did to you. Or convince yourself that you deserved it.”
Her gaze dropped. “I know.”
I got up, mentally preparing myself for another long haul down and back up the stairs. For Lora’s sake, I would’ve gone through any amount of physical exertion. 
I just hoped she was telling the truth.
 



Nine – Lora
 
I pulled my keys out of my purse as I walked out of the grocery store. Tonight’s shift had been painfully long, but bearable – at least more than the first few after my break-up. I’d managed to get through the night without bursting into tears in front of customers, which was something.
After tossing my purse onto the passenger seat, I rubbed my temples. It was only ten o’clock on a balmy August night, and I was going home to an empty apartment. Sure, Virginia was waiting for me, but that wasn’t the same as going home to a person.
Back in our good days, Chantel would’ve been waiting for me with the next episode of whatever show we were currently binge-watching queued up on Netflix. Knowing I liked my ice cream slightly melted, she would’ve taken the carton out half an hour before I got home. She knew me that well, and she was that considerate… when she chose to be.
Turning the key in the ignition, I let out a sigh. Sydney’s pep talk about not giving in to loneliness had come at just the right time. In the days since I’d moved out of the shelter, I thought about Chantel more and more. The good memories came to my mind more often, the bad ones less. I could almost forget why I’d left her in the first place.
When I pulled into my building’s parking lot, I was still thinking about Chantel, and when I stepped into my empty apartment, I wished she was there.
Virginia ran to the door, her tail flying straight up as she meowed over and over.
“Yes, I know you’re hungry,” I said. “I know this is a late dinner for you. I’m going to feed you, if you’d stop running in circles around me and let me walk.”
Paying me no attention, she continued to run around me. I reached down to pet her, my heart heavy. If Chantel was here, she could’ve fed Virginia while I was at work. Even though she didn’t like cats, she would’ve done that. She would’ve put up with a pet she didn’t like every single day for my sake.
But things were better this way. So much better. 
I grabbed Virginia’s food from beneath the sink and poured a handful into her bowl. As she chowed down, I stood back and watched affectionately. I loved how she pulled each piece of kibble out of the bowl first, then ate it off the floor. It was ridiculous and adorable, and I wished I could tell Chantel all about it. Even though she wasn’t a cat person, she would’ve oohed and aahed because she saw it made me happy.
I grabbed a can of Coke out of the fridge, then brought it over to the twin-sized mattress on the floor, still the only piece of furniture I owned. I opened the can as I sat back, and the soda fizzed over the rim. Great, the liquid was about to ruin the mattress I’d maxed out my credit card for.
I held the can away just in time. Only a little Coke sprayed onto the sheets – I was pretty sure it’d wash out. Still, my eyes filled with tears. 
I was alone… I had nothing. I’d worked so hard, and for a while, it’d seemed like I was on the right path. When I’d finished my master’s degree, I was on top of the world. My grades had been great, my girlfriend was perfect aside from her hot temper, our combined salaries allowed us to afford a gorgeous apartment. The world was at my feet. And now?
A tear spilled, and then another. I wiped them away impatiently. I couldn’t start throwing myself a pity party now. After all, I was better off than I’d been with Chantel. The way she treated me wasn’t worth putting up with. 
Was it? She’d only gotten mad at me a few times, and only the last time had really been that bad. She’d always been such a wonderful partner otherwise. Everyone else loved her, too. They couldn’t all be wrong.
I dug my phone out of my purse. Her texts had slowed down, but they were still coming every day. The most recent ones were sweet and romantic, as if nothing had ever happened between us.
Miss you, babe. Call me when you’re ready to talk.
Just thinking about you. Hope you’re having a great day, whatever you’re doing. 
I need you so much it hurts…
I could actually feel my heart softening. Would it really be so bad if I gave her a call, just to talk? I missed the sound of her voice. Missed the way she listened to me. She always knew the right thing to say to make me feel better… even when she was the one who’d made me feel bad in the first place.
I wasn’t going to get back with her or anything. I wasn’t even going to see her! Although, if I called her, I could get some of my stuff back. It’d be nice to wear something other than the few sets of clothes I’d hurriedly jammed into my backpack. Maybe she’d even be willing to let me take the coffee table and couch – I’d paid for them, and she always complained they weren’t elegant enough for her tastes.
I stared at her messages, rereading one after the other. Fuck it, I was going to call. How bad could it be?
Sydney’s voice echoed in my mind. Don’t forget what she did to you. Or convince yourself that you deserved it.
But I wasn’t going to forget anything. I was just going to talk to her and try to get my stuff back. Maybe see how she was doing. We’d spent three years together. We could still be friends, couldn’t we? It didn’t feel right to just cut her out of my life. I wasn’t a heartless person, and knowing how much I was hurting her made my stomach twist up in knots.
She hurt you first, I reminded myself. If she misses you, it’s her own fault. She’s the one to blame.
I hadn’t done anything wrong… I’d only been protecting myself…
But I didn’t feel so vulnerable anymore.
Before I could talk myself out of it, I dialed her number.
 



Ten – Sydney
 
As I sprawled onto my couch, kicking up my feet and flipping on the TV, I wondered what Lora was up to. Something hadn’t felt quite right when I’d left her place a few nights ago. Actually, I knew exactly what. It was the look in her eyes when I’d reminded her not to talk to her ex.
I was sure she was smart enough to know better… but sometimes emotions had nothing to do with intelligence. After all, most abuse victims were perfectly smart and capable, and they still went back to their abusers.
I’d never completely understood why that was, even with all of my experience volunteering with victims. I knew partly, it was because they were still in love with their partners. They remembered the good parts of their relationships and hoped that if they gave things a second chance, the bad parts would go away.
Was Lora still in love with Chantel? I didn’t think so – I usually avoided using her abuser’s name around her – but I couldn’t be sure. There’d definitely been something in her eyes when we’d talked about her the other night.
Realizing my gaze had unfocused, I looked at the TV. Some mindless reality show was playing –patterned after the Kardashians, with even less actual content. I heaved a sigh. Either I could turn off my brain and watch this for an hour, or I could call up Lora. I knew which would be easier… and I also knew which I was going to do.
Lora answered on the second ring. “Sydney?”
“Yeah, it’s me.” I smiled, realizing she’d saved my number in her phone. “How are you doing? How is it, having your own place?”
“Not too bad. It’s different, but I guess it’s good.”
“How’s Virginia?”
“Adorable.” I could hear the tension in her voice dissipate. “She’s sitting on my lap right now.”
“No way. How many treats did you have to bribe her with to get her there?”
“None, she came all on her own.”
I grinned at the mental image. It’d always been a minor miracle when Virginia deigned to sit on my lap, and I could still feel her soft fur under my fingers. I wondered how much she’d grown since I’d last seen her. At her young age, it felt like she doubled in size every week.
“So I was right,” I said. “She did remember you. At least, she got more comfortable with you than she ever was with me.”
“I guess she did recognize me. She’d probably recognize Chantel, too.”
I sucked in a breath, and Lora’s silence somehow sounded nervous, as if she realized she’d said something she shouldn’t have. “Why would she have the chance to recognize Chantel?” I asked carefully. “Are you thinking about having her over, or something?”
“No,” she said, a little too quickly.
“So you haven’t been in touch?” I was prying now, but I was pretty sure my behavior was justified.
“Well…”
Shit. “Have you seen her?”
“Not yet,” she said in a small voice. “I’m actually going over there, um, later tonight.”
My hand covering my mouth, I jumped off the couch. With nowhere to go, I sank back down again. “You’re going to her place? Why?”
“To our old place,” she corrected me. “So I can pick up some of my stuff.”
I bit my lip, hard enough to draw blood. I couldn’t stand the thought of Lora going over there. I knew how situations like this went. Chantel would sweet-talk her into forgetting she’d ever abused her. Next thing Lora knew, she’d be right back in a relationship with her. All the work she’d put into leaving her would’ve been for nothing.
“Lora…”
“Please don’t tell me it’s a bad idea,” she said. “I know you think it is. I’m a grown woman. I can handle this.”
“It’s not about being grown-up or not – even though I do have a few years on you, and a lot of life experience.” I felt downright old next to Lora sometimes. “I’ve seen how these situations go for abuse victims before. If you don’t stay strong, you’ll – ”
“I am strong!” She sounded defiant now. “Are you saying I’m weak?”
“Not at all. Lora, honey, I’m trying to help you.” The “honey” slipped out, and I prayed it hadn’t sounded patronizing. “Imagine that I was in your position. Wouldn’t you do the same for me?”
Now she sounded less certain. “I just want to get my stuff back.”
“It’s just stuff, though. You can always buy more.” Knowing she’d say something about money, I headed her off. “Pick up more shifts at work, or ask your parents for a loan…”
There was a long pause before she responded. “I see where you’re coming from, Sydney, but I need to do this.” Her tone was final. 
I twisted a few strands of hair through my fingers. I couldn’t let her do this to herself. She was going to ruin everything she’d been building for the past few weeks, and for what? For a few pairs of Old Navy jeans and maybe some furniture from IKEA?
Selfishly, I was angry on my own behalf, too. Why had I gone to see her at the shelter so many times, if she was just going to go back to Chantel? Why had I bothered to look after her cat, or bring Virginia to her new apartment? Why had I hiked all the way up and down those damn stairs?
“I can’t stop you from going, if that’s what you want to do.” I hesitated. “But please, Lora, at least take someone with you. Take a friend, or one of your parents.”
“My friends still don’t know we broke up,” she said slowly. “And my parents live hours away.”
“Then take me,” I blurted before I knew what I was saying. “I can go with you.”
 
*
 
When I met Lora outside her old apartment, I gave her a silent hug. There were so many things I wanted to say to her, but I felt like we were already on shaky ground. I’d overstepped my bounds today, and I was just grateful she’d allowed me to come here with her.
She actually hadn’t resisted the idea. As soon as I’d suggested it, she’d said okay. I suspected she felt more comfortable having someone with her for moral support. Even now, I could feel waves of tension emanating off her.
“Ready?” she asked in a faux-chipper tone.
“Sure. Or if you’d rather go home, call Chantel, and tell her you’re not going to pick up your stuff after all, I’m good with that too.”
She gave me a pained look. “I need to do this, Sydney.”
I shrugged. I’d considered suggesting that I go in and get her stuff while she waited outside… but as I’d guessed, this was more about Chantel than any possessions.
Once we were on the right floor, she took a deep breath and glanced at me. “Don’t worry, we won’t stay long.” She knocked.
After a few moments, the door swung open. I recognized the young woman standing there from the other times I’d met her, although now she was dressed much more casually. Her pretty green eyes swept Lora up and down.
“Baby,” she said, giving Lora a kiss on the cheek. “I’m so happy to see you. I’ve missed you so much.”
Visibly tense, Lora didn’t return her affection. “Did you pack up my stuff, Chantel?”
“Not yet.” Chantel’s gaze fixed on me. “Who’s this?”
“Dr. Sydney Burgin.” I held out my hand. “We’ve met before.”
Chantel’s nose wrinkled, and she made no move to shake my hand. “You brought a professor, baby? What is she, back-up protection?” She looked at me again. “I’m so scary, right?” 
Her sarcasm sent chills down my spine. Knowing what she’d done to Lora, I wasn’t going to fall for her charm… but I could see why someone else would. “We’re just going to get her things and go.”
We went inside, and I looked around. The place was definitely nicer than Lora’s current apartment. It had rooms, for one thing. Not that a cozy studio couldn’t be nice but, well, the one she had now wasn’t.
“How’s that cat doing?” Chantel asked in a friendly tone. “You know, I kind of miss the little brat.”
“You do?” Lora asked. “I thought you didn’t like her.”
“I was just getting used to her when you… left.” Chantel sighed. “She was growing on me.”
Bile rose inside me. She was lying through her teeth, and I wished I could yell that at Lora. This woman’s fakeness was so obvious to me. I just hoped Lora could see through it, too.
“Take whatever’s yours,” Chantel said as she followed Lora to another room. “I haven’t moved anything. I’ve just been waiting for you to come back.”
“I’m not going to move back in here,” Lora said softly. “I have my own place now.”
I stood just outside the bedroom, watching as she rifled through drawers. Part of me felt like I shouldn’t be listening to this conversation. Then again, wasn’t that why I was here?
“I know you think you hate me, but isn’t that a bit extreme?” Chantel asked. “You know we’re meant to be together.”
Lora had been emptying the contents of a drawer into the bag she’d brought, and now she paused. “I don’t hate you. I just know you’re not good for me.”
I wished she wouldn’t engage with Chantel like that, even if she was standing up to her. Any kind of engagement was another chance for Chantel to get her hooks in and convince her to get back with her.
“I’m not going to argue with you,” Chantel said. “I respect that you don’t want to be with me right now. I just want you to know that I will always love you. Always. Even if it’s a year down the line – hell, even if it’s ten years… you can come knock on my door and I’ll be right here, waiting for you.”
I thought I heard Lora sniffle.
“You’re the only one for me,” Chantel said. “I haven’t even looked at another girl since you left. I’ve just been waiting for you to come back and fill this hole in my heart. Nothing else could make me whole again.”
My hands balled into fists. Chantel’s sweet words sounded so romantic, even I could’ve fallen for them. Too bad I already knew she was full of shit.
Lora knew, too… didn’t she?
“It’s going to take me a couple minutes to go through the closet,” she said. “Do you mind just giving me some time?”
“Sure, of course, baby.” Chantel brushed by me on her way out, giving me a hard look.
I tiptoed in behind Lora. “You did great,” I whispered. “Need any help?”
She shook her head. “Almost done.” She zipped her duffel bag shut. “But I’ll need help with the coffee table.”
I put my hand on her shoulder, and I couldn’t help noticing the softness of her skin. “You’re so strong, Lora.”
She leaned into me, resting her head on my shoulder. “You know, I’m glad you came.”
Chantel appeared at the doorway, holding a stack of textbooks. Once she took in what she was seeing, her face transformed into a mask of anger. “What is this?” she demanded. “You’re sleeping with her?”
“No!” Lora broke away from me. “We’re friends. That’s all.”
Chantel’s eyes flashed. “How stupid do you think I am? I saw how you were holding each other.” She turned her furious gaze on me. “You have some nerve, coming into my home like this when you’re fucking my girlfriend.”
“She’s not your girlfriend anymore,” I said, trying to modulate my tone. “And anyway, we’re not together.”
“Sure, you’re just fucking.” She threw a book at the wall behind Lora. “I’m not surprised, actually. Were you sleeping with her while we were together?”
“No!” Lora gasped.
“I thought you’d at least have better taste. You really went for a fucking forty-year-old?”
I winced. Thirty-nine. I stared at the crack in the wall where Chantel had tossed the textbook. If I’d ever had any doubts about the abuse, they’d just been erased. “Look, we’re going to take Lora’s stuff and get going.”
“You can get going right now,” Chantel spat. “You’re not welcome here anymore.”
 



Eleven – Lora
 
I hadn’t heard from Chantel in a few days, ever since Sydney and I had hastily exited her apartment. I still checked my phone ten times a day, but she never texted me.
Lying on my stomach on my mattress, I flipped through a few apps on my phone. Nothing was catching my attention, so I allowed myself to dwell on the awkwardness once again. Even now that a few days had passed, I hardly thought about anything else.
Seeing her had been so hard. I knew she was telling the truth about how much she loved me. Why else would she be so bitter about thinking I was with someone else? When she’d given me that speech about how I could always go back to her, I’d nearly thrown myself into her arms right there and then. We just felt so right together. I wasn’t whole without her, either.
Knowing I’d hurt her hurt me. I’d never intended to make her think Sydney and I were together. I wasn’t the kind of petty person who’d try to make their ex jealous. I’d just wanted someone there to support me, and now I wished I’d never gone at all.
And Chantel’s assumption about me and Sydney was so ridiculous. Of course we weren’t dating. Even if I wasn’t totally heartbroken and barely getting through the days, what would Sydney ever want with someone like me? 
Sure, she was a bit older, like Chantel had said. But who would see that as a bad thing? She was so wise, so mature – not to mention gorgeous. Her eyes, her smile, her hair… Plus she’d been my professor. Who didn’t have the odd fantasy about their hot prof?
Not that I’d fantasized about her, either when Chantel and I had been together or now. But if I hadn’t been taken and then heartbroken, I definitely could’ve let my imagination run wild.
She didn’t even look forty. Her body was fantastic. Even though she’d never mentioned working out, she had curves in all the right places. I wondered if she did go to the gym, actually. I could picture her waking up at five to do Pilates before heading to a volunteer shift. 
I didn’t know too much about her, come to think about it. As much as I felt close to her, it was a one-sided friendship. She always supported me, and in return, I offered her… nothing. I needed to do better.
Virginia hopped onto the mattress, and I stroked her head as she turned in a circle beside me. “You could actually sit on me, you know,” I told her. “I’m right here. It’s just as easy.”
Ignoring my suggestion, she lay down where she was. I took it as a sign that I should get up. I had a shift at the grocery store in an hour, and I still needed to shower.
When I got out of the bathroom, wrapped in a towel, my phone was ringing. I darted over to it, ashamed of myself for hoping Chantel was calling. Seeing Sydney’s name on the caller ID, my heart dropped a little. Once I picked up and heard her voice, I felt better again.
“How are things?” she asked.
“Not too bad,” I said. “I haven’t been talking to Chantel or anything. You don’t need to worry.”
“All right.” She sounded relieved. “What are you up to?”
“Just getting ready for work. How about you? Do you even have classes during the summer?”
“I sure do. You’ve already forgotten summer session? I only teach three classes, but one is graduate-level, so it’s a lot more work.”
“Oh, right.” I thought back to the class I’d taken with her. “And the grad students are more likely to beg for term paper extensions with dumb excuses, right?”
“They are,” she laughed. “But I only grant them for the especially promising students.”
She always knew what to say to put a smile on my face. Too bad with all my promise, I’d ended up with a job bagging groceries.
Apparently she was thinking along the same lines. “Hey, tell me if this is too personal…”
“I think we’re a bit beyond that point,” I said dryly.
“You’re still working at the supermarket on Sixteenth, right? Why is that? Did Chantel tell you not to get a better job, or…”
Now my laugh was bitter. “No, that’s just the job market for you. I’d love to get a better job. I just haven’t been able to find one, and not for lack of trying.”
“Really?” I could hear the frown in her voice. “Your thesis was so well constructed. I can’t believe agencies haven’t been beating down your door trying to recruit you.”
“More like zero interest anytime I sent in an application. I actually took the master’s off my resume so I could at least apply for higher-paying retail jobs without them thinking I was overqualified.” I sighed. “And even that got me nowhere.”
“That’s crazy,” Sydney said. “We should really pick a time to sit down together and just talk about your career. I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but you have so much potential that’s being wasted at the moment.”
“Of course I don’t mind. It’s true.” I glanced at the time – I was going to have to leave soon. “But I can’t ask you for that. You’ve done so much for me already, more than I could’ve ever hoped for. Sometimes I don’t know how I would’ve gotten through these past few weeks without you.”
“Oh, Lora.” Her voice filled with warmth. “I don’t know if I’ve told you this before, but I care about you. I consider you a friend. And if I can give you some tips or help you make some networking connections, I’m more than happy to. Truly.”
I bit my lip. Sometimes it seemed like Sydney was too wonderful to be real. But she was right. If I had a connection to a professor in my field, I would’ve been an idiot to not use it. No one was better-qualified than her to give me career advice. “All right,” I said. “When would you be free?”
“Whenever you are.”
Now that she’d put this networking idea in my mind, I actually wanted to do it as soon as possible. And the fact that I’d get to see her again was just an added benefit.
“How about tonight?” I asked.
“I’ll clear my schedule.”
 
*
 
I arrived five minutes early at the coffee shop Sydney had picked out. It was nearer to her place than to mine, which made me feel a tiny bit better about her helping me out. One of these days, I’d find some way to pay her back for everything she’d done for me. Until then, meeting closer to her turf was a small start.
I also had cat pictures for her. “Look at this,” I said as I sat down, pulling my phone from my purse. “Virginia’s acting up more every day. I think it’s because she misses the world’s best cat-sitter.”
Sydney peered at the picture, which showed the kitten sitting on the countertop. “She’s gotten huge,” she said. “She’s almost as big as Jamieson.”
I remembered what she’d told me about the cat she’d had growing up. “Was he a big guy?”
“Huge,” she laughed nostalgically. “Every time I took him to the vet, they’d yell at me about his weight problem.” She peered at the phone again. “Hey, you got a microwave.”
“A toaster, too. Still no furniture, though.” I planned to go to IKEA after my next paycheck, although I didn’t know how I’d manage to assemble anything. I was lost when it came to that kind of stuff.
I was still annoyed that I hadn’t managed to get my coffee table and couch from Chantel. I’d known better than to press her after she got mad the other night. Getting new ones would be better than dealing with her again, even if it’d be a struggle to afford them.
“So, did you bring your resume?” Sydney asked cheerfully.
“Yep.” I pulled out a folder, which also contained a few of my papers from grad school and my undergrad transcript. “I’ll let you look through that while I get us something to drink. Do you like chai lattes?”
“Oh, you don’t have to get me anything.”
I rolled my eyes playfully. “Please! This is the least I can do. Like, the absolute least.”
“Fair enough.” She glanced at the menu. “I’ll take a vanilla latte, then. Ask them for extra whipped cream on top.”
I headed over to the counter, still smiling. Getting the latte was one more small nice thing I could do for Sydney – even if the score was a long, long way from being settled.
Before the break-up, finding a “real” job had been my goal in life. With everything else going on lately, I’d kind of given up. It felt good to think about professional possibilities again.
I especially liked meeting with Sydney like this. Even though she’d said I was her friend, I generally felt more like her project. She was still helping me, but now it wasn’t because I was the poor, pathetic abuse victim. She was just doing what she must’ve done for countless other graduates. I felt more like her equal.
As I returned to the table, she looked up and smiled, and warmth surged inside me. When she looked at me like that, I could almost feel like this was a date. Not a super-romantic one or anything. More like an early-stages coffee date where we were still getting to know each other, but both pretty sure that we liked each other.
I shook my head at myself. Of course this wasn’t a date. Sydney would never be interested in me like that. Besides, she might or might not have someone in her life already. I hadn’t forgotten those two lipstick-stained wine glasses.
“Here you go,” I said, pushing her latte over to her.
She tried sipping it, blew on it, and put it back down. “Your credentials are impressive, just like I thought. I would say you could lay your resume out better, though. The way you’ve set it out, your amazingness doesn’t jump out at first glance.”
I nodded, trying not to blush. She was just exaggerating when she called me amazing. “What would you recommend?”
For the next half-hour, we were completely in business mode. I listened carefully to her advice, taking detailed notes of every suggestion. She had a lot of issues with my resume and cover letter that I’d never thought of before. On top of that, she critiqued my whole approach to job searching.
“No one gets a job through cold applications,” she said. “I mean, they do, but it’s rare. You’d be better off to get into some volunteer work with the kind of organizations you’d like to work with. Once you’ve made some connections that way, your foot will be halfway in the door.”
I nodded. “What do you think of the kind of places I’ve been applying to, though? Should I broaden my search?”
She opened her mouth to answer, but was cut off by another woman swooping down on our table. She looked to be around Sydney’s age, dressed elegantly with curly hair floating around her face.
“Karen,” Sydney exclaimed. Even though she spoke with her usual warmth, I knew her well enough to see the stress lines by her eyes. “Do you come here often? I haven’t seen you here before.”
Karen’s gaze flitted to me, and there was something hard about the way she took me in. “Not often. Is it a problem for you to run into me?”
“Of course not. Karen, this is Lora – a former student I’m helping out with some career advice.” Sydney’s eyes darted around, making her seem defensive. 
But why would it be a problem for her to run into someone she knew? Was she afraid Karen would think we were on a date? 
Wait… if she was thinking along those lines, did that mean she was interested in Karen? My mind worked frantically, putting puzzle pieces together. The two lipstick-stained wine glasses… the subtle red that decorated Karen’s full lips…
Karen seemed sophisticated and classy – just the kind of woman I could picture Sydney with. So much for any strange little ideas I’d had about the two of us. Of course nothing was ever going to happen there. I wouldn’t have wanted it to, anyway.
“We were just about done, weren’t we?” I stood up, almost knocking over my still-half-full chai latte. I wasn’t going to get in the way of Sydney’s actual love life. “I’ll talk to you later, Dr. Burgin.”
Sydney gave me a plaintive look as I picked up my purse. I didn’t stick around to hear whether she wanted me to stay.
 



Twelve – Sydney
 
I watched Lora leave, wishing Karen hadn’t picked this moment to show up. Our meeting had been going so well. I’d really felt like Lora and I were getting somewhere with her career aspirations, and I was eager to help her in any way that would lead to her getting a better job. With all of her brains and grit, it was a crime for her to be working at a grocery store.
I hadn’t been doing anything wrong, and yet the way Karen was looking at me made guilt swell inside me. I couldn’t understand why she was giving me such a judgmental stare. We’d never been exclusive, or even had to discuss it. Since the beginning, we’d mutually understood that our arrangement was nothing more than an occasional fling. We hadn’t even kissed the last time she’d been over!
She slid into the seat across from me, leaning across the table conspiratorially. “I didn’t think it was true.”
I blinked. “That what was?”
“The rumors.” She tucked back a strand of hair. “They’re all over campus.”
Our university was small, and the queer community was even smaller. People knew people, and when rumors started, they traveled fast. I’d happily passed information through the grapevine many times. I guessed now that was coming back to bite me in the ass.
“What are the rumors saying?” I asked, my stomach sinking.
“You and Lora,” she whispered. “Getting together before she even broke up with her girlfriend.”
“Wait…”
“It’s not that I’m jealous or anything,” she said. “I know I never had a claim on you. I was just surprised. I would’ve thought you’d act more ethically, you know? That poor woman is heartbroken.”
Poor Chantel? I had to set the record straight. “I don’t know exactly what you heard, or from where, but it’s wrong,” I said firmly. “Lora and I aren’t seeing each other now, and we never have. Certainly not while she was in a relationship. I would never do something like that.”
Karen frowned, and I could tell she wasn’t convinced.
“And Chantel is no innocent.” I didn’t want to reveal what she’d done to Lora – that was private, and I knew she’d hate people knowing about the abuse. “Chantel was terrible to her. She broke up with her for good reason.”
“You’re saying Lora is the one who dumped Chantel? That’s not what I heard.”
“Exactly.” I bit my lip. “Where did you even hear about this? Who’s talking about Lora?”
“Only every lesbian in town,” Karen said. “And it’s not just her. They’re talking about both of you.”
 
*
 
At home, I paced around my condo. If Virginia was still here, this would’ve been a good moment for some cuddles. I knew I couldn’t keep what Karen had said to myself – but God, I didn’t want to be the one to break it to Lora.
Eventually I texted her a brief summary of what Karen had told me. I put my phone down and picked up the vacuum cleaner, intending to start a deep clean. Less than a minute later, though, the phone rang.
“I’m so sorry,” Lora said without even greeting me. “It’s just like Chantel to twist things around and make herself out to be the victim. She shouldn’t have dragged you into this, though. She’s gone too far.”
“She shouldn’t have dragged you into it.” I gripped my phone, my other hand forming a fist. “You should be mad when she mistreats you, not just me.”
“I guess I feel like I asked for it. I’m the one who dated her. You didn’t do anything but try to help.”
I hated the hopelessness in her voice. I wanted to wrap my arms around her and not let go until she felt better. “You didn’t deserve any of this. Please don’t think for a second that you did.”
“It doesn’t matter anymore. She’s already spread the rumors. I’m going to have to beg her to take them back.”
“No!” I covered my mouth. “Don’t speak to her – don’t engage with her. That’s what she wants, don’t you see?”
There was a long pause before Lora replied. “I guess you’re right… but what am I supposed to do? Just let her tell lies about me?”
I didn’t like the idea of letting this go, either. The entire lesbian community was going to think I was the type of person to help Lora cheat. But that would be better than her getting back with Chantel. “I think that’s all you can do. I told Karen she had everything all wrong, but I’m not sure if she believed me. I didn’t want to give her any details.”
Now there was desperation in her voice. “What if I told people the truth about the abuse?”
“I don’t even know if that would help,” I said honestly.
“Then what can I do?” She choked back a sob. “Sydney, tell me what to do!”
My own eyes were filling, and I sank down onto my couch. “Lora, honey, I wish I could.”
 



Thirteen – Lora
 
Maybe I could’ve taken Sydney’s advice if running into Karen had been an isolated incident. Maybe I could’ve left things alone and not worried about what other people may or may not have been saying about me.
But by the end of the week, I’d gotten two Facebook messages about the rumors from grad school classmates and a phone call from a guy I’d known from the campus LGBT center. I’d even bagged groceries for an older, married lesbian I’d met socially, and while she hadn’t directly said anything about the gossip, I’d seen something suspicious in the way she peered at me.
If people were talking about me this way, they had to be talking about Sydney, too. I couldn’t stand the thought of her getting caught up in the swirling rumors. I had to set the record straight.
I had to call Chantel.
I sat cross-legged on my mattress, mentally preparing myself to call. I still hadn’t shelled out for a bed frame, which meant I was staring at a blank wall as I talked myself into dialing. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I was going to keep this short and to the point. I wouldn’t get angry or emotional.
And I was only calling for Sydney’s sake. Not because I missed Chantel.
Steeling my nerves, I pressed “dial.”
Chantel answered on the first ring, and her voice sent frissons through my body. Even just saying “hello,” that voice brought so many memories back to me.
“This isn’t a social call,” I said, sticking to the script I’d carefully prepared. “I’m calling because I heard you’ve been talking about me. What you’ve been saying is a lie, and you know it. I want you to tell everyone what really happened.”
Chantel sniffed. “I haven’t been telling any lies. All I said to anyone was that you cheated on me and I kicked you out. And I only told a few friends, so I can’t help if anyone else heard it from them.”
“I never cheated on you.” My voice was already rising, and I hated it. I’d sworn she wasn’t going to get under my skin this time, so how was it so easy for her? “I broke up with you because you abused me mentally and physically. I wasn’t seeing anyone at that point, and I’m not now, either.”
“Then why did I hear you were out having coffee with Sydney Burgin the other night?”
Had Sydney’s friend reported back to Chantel? “We were having a platonic meeting about my career, not that it’s any of your business.”
“Of course it’s my business,” she said softly. “I care about you, Lora. I love you.”
“If you loved me, you never would’ve done the things you did to me.”
She hesitated. “I can admit I wasn’t always the perfect girlfriend.”
Not perfect? She’d pushed me into a wall… but I stayed quiet.
“I understand why you don’t want to be with me right now. Like I told you, you can take as long as you need, and I’ll be here waiting. I just don’t want to see some older woman taking advantage of you in the meantime.”
There was so much wrong with what she was saying. I had zero plans to go back to her – even if her promises of eternal devotion still tugged at my heartstrings. And Sydney taking advantage of me? That was a joke.
“You have nothing to worry about,” I said flatly. “Just tell people that you got the facts wrong. You don’t have to say you lied. Do it for me, Chantel. You say you care about me, so… please?” I twisted the hem of my shirt between my fingers.
Another pause. “How about this? I’ll make you a deal.” She sounded nervous, or was that just an act? “Go to dinner with me, and I’ll tell everyone I got the facts wrong.”
It was just like her to try to bargain with me over something like this. “Do you mean like a date?” I asked, half-thrilled, half-sarcastic. “Are you trying to bribe me into going on a date with you?”
“Not a date,” she quickly said, making my stomach inexplicably drop. “I miss you, baby. I’d do anything to spend some time with you.”
My mind whirled. If I went to dinner with her and there was nothing between us, maybe she’d finally leave me alone. Or maybe she’d convince me that she was right – that I was destined to be with her.
Both options were scary, the second more so than the first… and yet, now that she’d put the idea into my head, I didn’t want to let it go.
“Something simple,” I said finally. “No five-course meals. Closer to Popeye’s than to Pierre Tremblay’s.”
“That’s fine, baby.” She sounded smug now, as if she’d had no doubt I’d say yes. “As long as I get to see you, I’ll be happy.”
 
*
 
True to form, Chantel had ignored my wishes and chosen the most upscale restaurant in Bayridge – the expensive one on the penthouse floor of the Graham-Waites building. I clutched my purse as I stepped into the elevator. I couldn’t afford a single appetizer here, never mind a drink.
My fears vanished as I saw Chantel waiting at a table. She was right by the floor-to-ceiling window, but I didn’t even notice the view. I had eyes only for her.
She’d cut her hair since I’d seen her last – from shoulder-length to a pixie cut that brought out her eyes and cheekbones. She was wearing more make-up than usual, eyeliner and mascara, which made me feel warm inside. She’d put in that effort because she was seeing me.
“This place is ridiculous,” I said as I sat down. “I told you I didn’t want anything fancy.”
She reached for my hand, wincing when I pulled it away. “I wasn’t going to take you somewhere cheap. I had to show you what you mean to me. Don’t worry about the bill, of course. I’m paying.”
I quickly considered ordering every item on the menu. It’d serve her right, after the amount of time I’d spent worrying about money over the past few weeks. But no, that kind of petty revenge wasn’t right for this situation. The best revenge would be to get through dinner, move on, and never talk to her again.
“That’s very generous.” I opened the menu and pretended to study it, unable to focus enough to understand any of the choices.
“I can order for you.” She put her hand on the menu, creating a gentle downward pressure that hinted that I should put it down. “I know what you like.”
How had I already forgotten how she always liked to order for me? It’d only been a few weeks, and I’d already gotten used to ordering for myself. “That’s okay, actually. Maybe my tastes have changed.”
She drew back, her eyes piercing through me. “Whatever you’d like.”
Breaking free of her gaze, I looked out the window. From here, we could see the city stretching out in all directions. There was a big city out there. A big world. And for so long, mine had reduced to the woman sitting in front of me.
She wasn’t the focal point of my life anymore. I wasn’t going to let her get in my head again.
At least, I hoped I could keep her out.
When the waiter came, I still had no idea what was on the menu. I asked for the house wine and the day’s special, despite not having listened to what it was.
“I thought you hated salmon,” Chantel said, tracing a finger along the rim of her glass.
Damn. I was going to have to choke it down – and she really did know me far too well. “Like I said, maybe my tastes have changed.” I smiled tightly.
We made small talk for a few minutes while we waited for the food and then began to eat. Chatting casually gave me an odd feeling since our last few conversations had been full of anger and animosity. 
Being in her presence again was calming, though, and the wine helped me to relax. Soon my shoulders untensed and I even found myself laughing at an anecdote from her accounting office. I’d missed hearing daily updates on her quirky coworkers.
Don’t forget what she did to you, I reminded myself. Forcing you to say you were stupid… pushing you up against the wall…
But that had been a whole different woman from the one sitting across from me. When I looked at her, I could only see a friendly, bubbly, warm-hearted soul. I scrutinized her face, trying to find something underneath her smile that hinted at the evil I knew lay within. There was nothing there.
She must’ve noticed me analyzing her, because she pushed her food aside and laid her hands palm-up on the table. “You know, I’ve had a lot of time to think about our relationship and where I went wrong.” She spoke softly and sincerely. “I know I didn’t always treat you like I should’ve. I’ve reflected on myself and I’ve changed, Lora. If you came back to me, I swear I’d never do anything wrong to you again.”
A tear slipped from my eye. She was saying everything I wanted so desperately to hear – the only question was whether I could believe her.
She hit you, I yelled at myself. She wasn’t talking about forgetting our anniversary or not bringing me flowers often enough. She’d cracked my head against the wall.
But only once… once in three years, and the rest had been so good. And it’d been an accident, hadn’t it? She hadn’t meant to draw blood…
I shook my head, hating the road my thoughts were leading down. The counselors at Open Heart had warned me about this, and so had Sydney. “I can’t get back with you,” I whispered. “I just can’t.”
“But you want to, don’t you?” She reached for my hand, and this time I didn’t pull away. She looked so sincere, so vulnerable.
The feel of her skin on mine made my heart race, and another tear fell down my cheek. “I can’t do this.”
“I understand.” She let my hand go, leaving me feeling cold and alone. “Let’s not force anything. Let’s just spend a little time together and see how things go.”
“What, like… you want to be friends?”
She nodded, still staring deeply into my eyes. “You know I want to be with you, and I always will, but I’m willing to take things at your pace. As long as I get to see you, I’ll be happy. Whenever you’re ready to take things back to the way they were, I’m ready.”
I bit my lip. “I have my own place now.”
“Keep it. Whenever you want to move back in with me, you can break your lease. I’ll pay whatever fee they charge.”
“You’d do that for me?”
She leaned in closer. “I’d do anything for you.”
Against my best efforts, I found myself leaning in, too. Our faces were close enough that I could actually feel her breath against my skin. With the way she was gazing at me, I wondered if she’d close the gap between us and kiss me. God help me, did I want her to? My eyes fluttered shut for the briefest second…
The air moved around me, and I instantly opened my eyes. She’d sat back in her chair, grabbing her knife and fork. “Are you going to finish your food?” she asked, gesturing at my half-eaten salmon.
“No, I don’t think so.” I forced a laugh. “You know me too well. I still don’t really like it.”
She was looking down at her steak, but her lips turned up in a smirk. “And some things don’t ever change.” 
 



Fourteen – Sydney
 
“Please read the excerpt from Angela Davis and write a response to it.” I watched my third-year seminar students pack their bags. “You can write any length, even just a paragraph, but be sure to give your own personal answer to the question that the title of her book poses. Are prisons obsolete?”
I doubted anyone was listening to me anymore. It was five o’clock on a Friday, and attendance had been low every week this semester. I wished the administration hadn’t picked this time for my seminar – students always found excuses to skip when a class interfered with their social lives. If I was lucky, two or three of them might submit responses at the next class, and roughly zero would volunteer to read them aloud.
“I’m only going to say this one more time,” I said, raising my voice. “Write a response to the Angela Davis reading, due next week. Three percent of your grade.”
That caught the attention of a few girls in the front row. “Sorry, Dr. Burgin, could you repeat that?”
Sighing, I did my best to get the message across as the rest of the students filed out.
It was a shame that more students didn’t take their work seriously. They’d chosen to be here, and they were paying good money to be here – or their families were. Someone like Lora would’ve not only done the assignment, but also written a response to another chapter, too – just because she cared about the material.
I laughed to myself as I packed my laptop into my briefcase. Maybe I was idealizing Lora. After all, she’d missed a class here and there, and that was as a grad student. Maybe I needed to take it easier on these undergrads. I was at risk of turning into a crotchety old professor.
“What’s so funny?” a familiar voice asked. Karen walked up to me, a laptop bag slung fashionably over her shoulder.
“Just thinking about what a grumpy old woman I’ve turned into.” I gave her a quick hug. “What are you doing here? You don’t have a class in this room, do you?”
She perched on the first-row table, spreading her legs and placing one hand in the middle to hold down her skirt. “No. There’s no class in here right now, actually.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Thought you were mad at me for supposedly being a horrible person.”
“Nah, word on the street says Chantel got the story wrong.”
“You’re on a first-name basis now?”
Karen shrugged. “Bayridge is a small town. Lesbians know each other.”
“So you know her personally?”
“We’ve met a few times. She’s a friend of some friends.” She nodded at me, gesturing with her head for me to come closer. “So how about it?”
I came down to sit beside her, my nerves tingling. “How about what, exactly?”
She glanced around the empty lecture hall. “Haven’t you ever wanted to do it in a classroom?”
“You have a short memory.” We’d had some fun in one when we’d ditched that first Christmas party all those years ago.
She giggled, her hand finding my thigh. “Haven’t you ever wanted to do it in one again?”
My body wanted to say yes… but my mind just wasn’t there. I needed more than a straightforward “wanna fuck?” There was nothing romantic about this. 
If we were to have sex, I knew we’d both have a few orgasms, and then we’d go on with our lives and maybe hook up again in a few months. I’d never seen anything wrong with that, and I still found the prospect a little appealing, but… somehow, at the moment, I just wanted more. And not from Karen, either.
“I’m sorry,” I said, taking her hand off my leg. I had to nip this in the bud. “I didn’t mean to flirt with you. The thing is, I just haven’t been into the casual thing lately. It’s not about you at all.”
She gave me a look of disbelief. “The ol’ ‘it’s not me, it’s you’?”
I grimaced. “It’s true, though. I’m just not up for it right now. You’re still a beautiful, sexy, seductive woman, and I’m sure you’ll have no trouble finding somebody else.”
“No worries about that.” She brushed back a strand of hair, smiling. “It’s not a big deal. I’m glad you were honest with me. I won’t push you anymore… although if you ever feel like picking up where we left off…”
“I’ll know where to find you.” I got off the table, offering her a hand to help her up as well.
“Tell me one thing, though.” She held onto my hand a moment longer than she needed to. “Is this ‘not up for it’ thing because of Lora?”
“No. Of course not.” I took a step back. “I’m not seeing her now, and I never was seeing her. She’s a friend, and that’s all.”
“Are you sure? Because we all know how close lesbian friendships tend to go.”
My cheeks heated. “I’m sure. She’s far too young for me, and too vulnerable…” I stopped myself before I gave away anything Lora wanted to keep private.
Karen didn’t seem to notice my near-slip. “That’s good. Just speaking as a friend, I wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”
I was back at the lecture podium in the middle of picking up my briefcase, and I whirled around to look at her. “What do you mean?”
“I don’t know if Lora’s told you this, but she and Chantel are dating again.”
I sucked in a breath, actually feeling the blood drain out of my face.
Karen gave me a sympathetic look. “Just friends, huh?”
“That’s not it.” I hurried toward the door. “You wouldn’t understand.”
Except, as I rushed toward the parking lot, I knew there was more truth to her assumption than I wanted to admit.
 
*
 
Rather than driving home, I drove to the grocery store where Lora worked. She’d told me she had a shift today, like she told me everything in her life… or so I’d thought.
Was I overstepping my bounds by showing up at her workplace? She was a grown woman, and she was free to make her own decisions. But if she’d made one this poor, I just… I wanted to know.
Spotting her behind a register, I grabbed a bottle of Coke at the end of her check-out lane and lined up behind a few other people. Too late, I realized the other people’s carts were stuffed. Apparently this was the hour when people bought enough food to feed a family of four for a week. 
Another loaded-down woman was already in line behind me. “You could use the express lane, you know.”
“That’s okay.” I’d have to make this quick.
Between scanning items, Lora caught my eye. Panic appeared on her face – maybe she could already guess why I was here. Standing taller, I clutched the Coke bottle. I didn’t want to make her feel bad, but if I had any chance of talking sense into her, I had to take it.
I kept staring hard at her as the line proceeded, although my eyes darted away every time she glanced at me. She looked different from usual – her hair swept back in a strict bun, and the dark blue store uniform didn’t do any favors for her complexion. She was still breathtakingly beautiful, and I hated that I could see nervousness written all over her features. 
At last she scanned the last person’s final item and turned to me as the woman fumbled for her credit card. “Sydney,” she said. “You came a long way for a Coke.”
“I came to see you.” I spoke quickly, since she was already finishing with the last woman. “Someone told me you’re getting back with Chantel.”
Her eyes stayed on the Coke as she scanned it. “Who told you that?”
“Doesn’t matter. Is it true?”
Her eyes met mine. “Do you have a points card?”
“No. Is it true?”
“Air Miles?”
“No.” I waited.
“That’ll be one seventy-nine, please.” She pointed to the credit terminal. “And we’re not back together. We’re hanging out. As friends.”
“Lora, you know that’s a terrible idea.”
She looked past me. “Next person in line, please.”
“You can’t be friends with your abuser!” My voice rose higher than I meant it to.
Pressing the button to move the conveyor belt forward, she gave me one last scathing glance. “I appreciate your concern, Sydney, but it’s really not your business.” She grabbed a box of cereal and scanned. “Chantel warned me you might try to get between us.”
“Well, yeah, I do have a problem with you hanging out with your abuser!”
Lora’s eyes were redder than they had been, even as she continued to look anywhere but at me. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” she whispered. “And since you’ve completed your purchase, please make room for other customers.”
This wasn’t over – but for now, there was nothing more I could do. 
Gripping my Coke so tightly I thought the cap might shoot off, I walked away.
 



Fifteen – Lora
 
At home, I picked Virginia up and held her to my chest. The kitten was getting bigger every day, and soon she’d be a full-fledged cat. She still hadn’t developed any liking for affection, and after a few seconds of letting me hold her, she squirmed to be put down.
I lay down on the mattress, staring wistfully at her as she made herself comfortable on the floor. “Did I do the right thing, Virginia?” I asked. “I feel like I was too harsh on Sydney.”
She made no response – of course.
“I still don’t think my relationship with Chantel is any of her business,” I said. “She has no idea how much Chantel’s changed, so I can see why she thinks it’s a bad idea. But we’re just friends anyway. How could Chantel hurt me if we’re just friends?” 
I reached down to caress the kitten’s soft ears. “I know she’s just looking out for me, even if she’s wrong. She’s been so good to me ever since the break-up. She’s been like a guardian angel. I definitely need to apologize.”
Somewhere deep in Virginia’s chest, a purr rumbled softly. I took that as a “yes.” 
“Should I call her right now?”
The purr got louder.
“All right, I will.” I grabbed my phone.
Sydney picked up almost immediately. “Lora, I’m so sorry I barged in on you at work today. I was out of line.”
“No!” I exclaimed. “I’m sorry I got angry at you. I was ungrateful for everything you’ve done for me.”
“It’s just that I know what abusers are like,” she said. “Chantel’s convinced you that you can maintain a friendship… that she loves you too much to just let your relationship go. Right? Did she convince you that she’s changed, and that things will be different now?”
My stomach churned. “Well…”
“You don’t have to answer,” she quickly said. “I’m just giving you things to think about, okay? I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
“I know.”
“Would you do me one favor, honey? Would you go back to Open Heart for some group counseling before you see Chantel again?”
I bit my lip. I could already imagine how it’d go if I told the group about staying friends with my ex. But things were different for lesbians, for one thing – all the other women at the shelter had been escaping male abusers. Lesbians stayed friends after break-ups more often than straight people. And I really did think Chantel had changed… even if I knew no one at a group counseling session would ever believe me.
“I’ll think about it.” I knew I wouldn’t actually go. “I only hung out with Chantel a couple times, by the way. And now I’m thinking maybe I’ll keep it to texting and phone calls for the moment. We don’t have to be best friends. Maybe we’ll only see each other once in a while.”
“Great.”
I could tell from her voice that she didn’t think that was good enough. Still, it was my life, not hers. “Well, it was good talking to you,” I said. “It really did give me some perspective.” I got ready to hang up, then stopped myself. “Listen, do you want to hang out sometime?”
Sydney sounded surprised. “Sure. We could keep talking about your career stuff.”
Right… my career stuff. “Sure.” I tried to sound neutral, but there was a note of inexplicable disappointment in my voice. “Text me and we’ll make plans.”
“Sounds good. Take care of yourself, Lora.”
“I will.” I wondered if I was making a promise I couldn’t keep.
 
*
 
The more I thought about Chantel, the more confused I became. Although I couldn’t deal with the prospect of group counseling, I knew some outside perspective would help. Even Sydney was too close to be completely objective. So I called Open Heart to see if I could make an appointment with my one-on-one counselor, Trudy.
“It’s good to see you again,” she said when I arrived for my appointment. “How have you been?”
I grabbed the box of Kleenex from her side table, just to be prepared, as I dropped onto the plush armchair across from her. “Not so great.”
I told her all about reconnecting with Chantel, how good it felt to be around her, and how I felt lost without her. “I feel like she has some kind of hold on me,” I said. “Like I can’t quite get her out of my head. My life just doesn’t feel complete when she’s not around.”
“Do you think that might be because of the psychological damage she did to you?” Trudy asked.
I fidgeted with the edge of a tissue. “No.”
“Are you sure?”
I gave half a laugh. “No.”
“This is what I’m seeing,” Trudy said, peering at me through her thick glasses. “She’s broken you down to the point where you’ve lost faith in yourself. You’ve become reliant on her for approval, so that when she gives you any bit of praise or appreciation, it feels better than when anyone else does.”
“Maybe.”
“You were starting to feel better when you cut her out of her life. The initial break was painful, but once you got through, you began to heal.”
I nodded. This was starting to sound a little too accurate.
“By seeing her again, even as a ‘friend,’ you ripped the scab off the wound. To mix metaphors, you’d been closing the door to her, and now you’ve opened it again. That’s why she’s back in your head.”
“But she was never out of it.” I pulled a tissue free, feeling like I was about to need it. “She’s in my head because I love her. She was my partner for three years. She’s the love of my life.”
“Is she?” Trudy pulled off her glasses, and for the first time, I saw her eyes clearly. “Would the love of your life really act the way that she did?”
Rather than responding, I dabbed at my eyes.
“Let’s go back to the day of your break-up. Walk me again through what happened.”
I sighed. We’d talked about this before, and I already knew her thoughts about it. “We both got home from work. Chantel was about to start making dinner. She looked for the knife, and it was in the drawer, not the knife block, where it was supposed to be.”
“And who made the rule that it was supposed to go in the knife block?”
“It’s just common sense.”
“Not that common, since you put it in the drawer.” She drummed her fingers on the arm of her chair. “I’ll ask again, who made the rule?”
“I messed up when I put it in the drawer. I knew it was supposed to go in the block.”
“Lora.” She stopped drumming abruptly, and her tone was almost irritated. “Who made the rule?”
I dropped my gaze. I knew what answer she wanted to hear, even if I still didn’t quite agree. “Chantel,” I mumbled.
“And who made most of the rules in your home?”
“Chantel.”
“Why did she get to make the rules? Did you ever disagree?”
I knew what she was getting at, so I simply shook my head. These were rhetorical questions.
“Did you ever make a rule in your home? And if you did, how did you act when she broke it?”
“I never made any rules.” She’d been so firm about wanting things the way she wanted them. It’d been easier to let her have her way.
“Let’s imagine you did,” Trudy said. “Let’s say you made a rule that the towels should be hung up, and she kept leaving them on the floor.”
I almost laughed. That wasn’t something Chantel would ever do. She loved cleanliness. I was always the one walking on eggshells, trying to keep the place spotless so she’d be happy.
“Imagine she’s left her towel on the floor every day this week, and it’s driving you crazy.” Trudy sounded so intense, I couldn’t help but picture her scenario. “What are you going to do when you come home and find it on the floor again? Do you yell at her?”
I bit my lip. “Maybe.”
“Do you call her stupid? Force her to say she’s stupid?”
My voice got smaller. “No.”
“Do you call her a bitch? Pathetic? Push her into the wall?”
I wiped my eyes. “She’s changed,” I whispered.
“I’m sure she wants you to think she has.” Trudy put her glasses back on, her eyes going blurry once again. “She’s been good to you before – long enough to get you where she wanted you. She’ll put on this ‘changed’ act as long as she needs to, and when she’s confident that you’re not going to leave her, she’ll go right back to how she was.”
Trudy’s words made sense… too much sense.
“Now do you see why it might not be a good idea to spend time with her?” she asked softly.
I crumpled the tissue in my hand. “But we can stay in touch, can’t we?”
“You already know the answer to that.”
A sob escaped me, and then another. I didn’t want to lose Chantel forever… but it seemed like I had no choice.
 



Sixteen – Sydney
 
I fought to hide my grimace as I walked into Lora’s studio apartment. She’d invited me over here so I could visit Virginia, and indeed, the kitten scurried up to me with her usual enthusiasm. Still, my happiness at seeing her was overshadowed by my dismay at the state of the apartment.
It wasn’t that it was messy – although it was. The place looked like Lora hadn’t cleaned in a week. My issue was more with the complete lack of furniture and the bags strewn across the floor.
She’d been here for over a month, and she was still practically living out of a suitcase. She clearly hadn’t made an effort to turn this into a home. This was where she slept, and nothing else.
“What’s wrong?” she asked, carefully watching the expression on my face. “I should’ve cleaned. I didn’t have time after work, I’m sorry.”
“No, it’s fine. Um… where should I sit?” She didn’t even have a chair, for heaven’s sake. Then again, with the size of this place, she barely would’ve had room for one.
“Oh,” she said. “Um…” She dropped the pillow from her mattress onto the floor. “Is this okay?”
It would’ve been if I was twenty-five. With my creaky knees, it was less okay. Since I didn’t have much choice, I said “sure” and sat down anyway.
Lora took a seat on the mattress. Virginia sniffed my legs as if trying to place my scent. Eventually, satisfied, she lay down beside my thigh.
“So, career stuff?” I asked. “Did you have some more questions for me?”
“More than I can count,” she sighed. “I’ve sent in a few resumes, and I’m working on getting some volunteer positions.”
“That’s great! I know you’re going to find something before you know it.” I hesitated. “It might be too soon for you to volunteer at Open Heart, but if you’re interested in picking up some shifts at the soup kitchen or the refugee program where I volunteer, I can put in a word for you.”
“That’d be nice.” She gazed at me affectionately. “You do far too much for me.”
I gave a nervous laugh. “Not at all. I still owe you for letting me hang out with Virginia.” I picked up the kitten, who was sleepy enough to settle into a heap on my lap. Success! I petted her, hoping she’d stay for a while.
Lora shook her head. “You’ve done a ton for me, Sydney, and all I do in return is get mad at you and get rumors spread about you.”
“First of all, I don’t care that you got mad at me as long as you ended up cutting Chantel off.”
“I did.” She looked pained.
“And as for the rumors… they don’t matter, either.” I massaged Virginia’s back. “Aside from the cheating aspect, and those who know me never would’ve believed that, anyway. Heaven forbid I should date a pretty woman.”
Lora’s eyes widened. “It wasn’t embarrassing for you when people thought we were seeing each other?”
“Why would it have been? If they knew there was no cheating involved, they would’ve been happy for me.” I looked closer at her. “Do you mean our age difference would’ve embarrassed me?”
“Yes. No. I don’t know.” She spread out on the mattress, and I couldn’t help but notice how nicely her jeans hugged her slim curves. “I mean, obviously you’d never be interested in me like that.”
“Of course not. You’re in a rough spot right now, and I’d be taking advantage of your vulnerability if anything were to happen between us.”
She rolled onto her side so she could look me in the eye. “You mean… if it weren’t for the whole Chantel thing, you could’ve been interested?”
“If things were different…” I hesitated. “Things would be different.”
“What does that mean?”
My cheeks heated. “You’re a beautiful, brilliant, caring woman, Lora. Anyone would be lucky to have you.”
This conversation was going off the rails. I’d certainly had enough thoughts about Lora over the past few months, but I’d never intended to let her know any of them. And with the shocked look on her face, I could see my feelings weren’t returned, anyway.
“Never mind,” I said. “Let’s talk about Virginia.” I lifted the kitten, holding her face up to mine.
“Sydney…” Lora’s tone was serious. She sat up, too, her chin in her hand and her elbow on her knee. “I’m still in love with Chantel.”
“I know.” I was definitely blushing now, my cheeks hot enough to light matches. “I wasn’t implying anything about you and me. I meant anyone else would be lucky to have you.”
“Okay.” Now she was fidgeting too, her eyes darting around the room. “That’s what I thought. Obviously you wouldn’t…”
“No, of course not.” I smiled humorlessly. “You’re a friend now, Lora. Let’s leave it at that.”
I stood up and went to the fridge, hoping she had something that’d cool me down. I should’ve known it would be empty. There was a half-empty carton of eggs in the door, and a few Styrofoam containers of what I assumed was take-out. I opened the freezer, figuring I’d have some ice water. She didn’t even have ice.
I grabbed a glass and poured myself some lukewarm water from the tap. Returning to Lora’s side, I took a sip.
“Listen, I’m feeling a little tired,” she said. “Maybe you should head home.”
“Sure,” I said. “Of course.”
Her eyes were alert, though. She didn’t look tired at all.
Our conversation had freaked her out, and now she didn’t want to be around me anymore. 
What else had I expected? Was she supposed to forget all about her abusive ex and immediately declare her love for me?
I should never have said anything at all.
 
*
 
I was unreasonably happy to arrive at the soup kitchen the next morning. I’d been mentally replaying the conversation with Lora over and over since I’d left her place, and I was getting sick of beating myself up over my mistakes. At least here, I’d be too busy to think about anything else.
“Hey, Sydney,” Rebecca said, tossing me my apron as usual. “Ready for an extra-busy day? The other volunteer called in sick.”
I grinned. “Perfect.”
Between ladling soup into bowls and serving it to the guests who came, the shift went by in a flash. I couldn’t count how many trays I handed out during the four hours – “a lot” was my best guess. 
I felt like I’d done something good – like I’d contributed to society. That dopamine hit was enough to keep me coming back week after week, even when the work was hard or when I had other things that would’ve been more fun to do.
It’d be fun if Lora volunteered here like I’d suggested. I could just imagine us working side-by-side, trading inside jokes as we chopped and sliced.
But there she went, sneaking back into my mind again. Rubbing the back of my hand across my sweaty forehead, I stacked dishes to be washed. The dullest part of the volunteer shift was still ahead of me. At least I’d get the chance to chat with Rebecca.
“Today went well, I think,” she said, sudsing up a bowl. “Everyone seemed happy.” She rinsed it off and handed it to me.
I dried the bowl and placed it in the rack. “It went really well, considering it was just the two of us.”
“Yeah, we could really use more volunteers.” She handed me a few pieces of cutlery to dry. “Do you know anyone who might be interested?”
Had Lora even been sincere when we’d talked about it? And if she had been then, would she still want to volunteer here now? Did I even want her to?
“No one I can think of,” I said, “but I’ll let you know.”
 



Seventeen – Lora
 
I almost ignored the phone when it rang. I was heading out of the door, already late for work, and the call was from an unknown number. The thought that it might be something important didn’t cross my mind. Still, I reflexively grabbed it, already kicking myself for answering as I said “hello.”
“Hi, is this Lora Dayton?”
“Speaking.”
“This is Carly Perkins calling from FemWorld Online. Is this a good time to chat?”
My heartbeat picked up speed. I’d submitted a job application to the popular blog weeks ago, right after my coffee meeting with Sydney. Of course, I already knew Carly’s name – she was something of a legend in feminist circles. I’d been reading her passionate, sometimes controversial articles since high school.
Right now definitely wasn’t a good time to talk, but if this might be about a job opportunity… “Sure!”
“I had a chance to look at the resume you submitted,” she said. “Experience writing for your college newspaper, master’s degree in women’s studies… it seems like you might be a great fit to come and write for us!”
God, that’d be my dream job. “Really?” I squeaked.
“Definitely. I’d love to Skype you sometime so we could chat further. I’m very curious to hear more about your dissertation, for starters.”
“I’d be happy to tell you everything you want to know.” I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. “Is this for a part-time job?”
“We do offer full-time hours, actually. It just depends on how many articles a week you’d be interested in writing for us. It’s an online position, and you can set your own schedule. You’ll be an employee, not a freelancer, though. We do have staff meetings over video chat once a week, and you’ll be able to influence the direction of our organization.”
“Perfect! When would you be available to Skype?”
We set a time, and I hung up with a shriek. I did a little happy dance around my apartment, making a napping Virginia raise her head in confusion, before I realized I was going to be even later for work.
I couldn’t wait to tell Chantel about the job interview. No, wait… of course I wouldn’t tell Chantel. I paused at the top of the stairs, surprised at myself. Even now, I still had that automatic instinct to tell her my good news as if we were still together.
Who else could I share my joy with, though? Sydney? Actually, I never would’ve had the nerve to apply to FemWorld if it hadn’t been for my talk with her. I did need to give her a call sometime, I realized as I rushed to my car. We hadn’t spoken in a while, and I missed her advice and encouragement. I missed a lot of things about her.
Things had gotten a bit awkward after she’d come over to my place. We probably shouldn’t have talked about the rumors that’d gone around. I definitely shouldn’t have brought them up.
Well, communication was supposed to be healthy in a relationship, or even a friendship. Now I knew where we stood – that she wasn’t interested in me, and that I’d made a fool of myself by acting like us dating was at all possible.
Either way, as I’d said, it wouldn’t have been a good idea. Like Chantel always said, she and I belonged together. If I wasn’t with her, I’d be alone. I couldn’t picture myself with anyone else… no matter how amazing and wonderful and gorgeous she happened to be. Sydney had called me her friend, and that alone was more than I could’ve asked for.
As I parked my car, Chantel’s words from the night of our break-up echoed through my mind. You think anyone else would ever treat you as well as I do, once they found out what you were like? You think anyone else would even want you?
One day, I’d have to find out. But no matter how long it took for me to start dating again, I knew I’d never be good enough for Sydney.
 
*
 
I called her that night, asking her to meet for coffee without telling her about the job interview. We decided to meet up on campus the next day since she was teaching and I wasn’t working. Since I had the time to spare, I decided to drop in on her freshman lecture. 
I snuck into the back of the lecture hall about a minute before the class started. The place was packed, and I guessed there were two hundred or more students here. I remembered how intimidating this environment had been when I was an undergrad. Now the students all looked like babies to me.
I slid a small notepad out of my purse. I fully intended to take notes, even if I wasn’t going to be tested on the material. I’d thought the notepad would help me blend in, although now I realized I was the only one without a laptop or tablet.
Sydney took her place at the podium, and her quick mic check got everyone’s attention. Everyone around me was quiet, at least for the moment. A few soft whispers started as she launched into her lecture. I shook my head. These kids couldn’t leave their gossip for after class?
Pausing in her speech, Sydney glanced around the room. “If I could have some quiet, please.” She located the whispering students with her eyes, and her withering stare was enough to make them hush. She turned back to her PowerPoint presentation, and I relaxed. She hadn’t seen me… yet.
She wore a gray blazer with her hair pinned back in a casual-yet-fashionable updo. A blonde strand fell by her face, making her look slightly undone. Meanwhile, the glasses she didn’t normally wear added to her appearance of power and authority.
The subject of her lecture was current events, mostly the #MeToo movement. Once she got into it, there were no more issues with the students’ focus – well, minimal issues. These were still Generation Z kids, and their attention spans were permanently short.
For my part, I listened raptly as she discussed some of the trickier issues within the movement. What happened when sexual assault allegations couldn’t be proved? What should the legal system do with female-on-male sexual assaults?
Sydney’s passion for the subject was written across her face. She looked more gorgeous than ever as she led the class through different avenues of thought. I leaned my chin in my hand, my notepad forgotten.
When she asked a discussion question, there were more hands up than she could deal with. The students gave intelligent, salient answers that led to more questions for the class to discuss. I toyed with my pen, thinking rather than writing. I wished I could raise my hand, but if Sydney hadn’t noticed me yet, I didn’t want to draw her attention.
I waited in my seat for the class to end. As soon as Sydney dismissed her students, I got up – and immediately stopped when her eyes locked with mine. She strode over to me, exuding confidence with each step.
“What are you doing here?” she asked. She sounded amused, and maybe the tiniest bit nervous. “You really threw off my teaching.”
“I did?” I thought she’d been the same as she was when I was in her class. “I never would’ve guessed. You were fantastic.”
A tinge of pink came into her cheeks. “So why’d you come?”
“I was curious what class you had, so I checked the online schedule, and it sounded good,” I said. “Plus I need a refresher on women’s issues if I’m going to start writing for a certain wildly popular online blog.”
She blinked. “FemWorld?”
“I got a job interview.”
“Oh my gosh!” she squealed, and wrapped me in a hug.
Her arms were warm around me as her body pressed up to mine. Her breasts pushed against mine, and her sweet Sydney-like scent drifted to my nose. The breath left my throat – and all too quickly, she let go.
“That’s amazing,” she said. “Congratulations!”
“I haven’t gotten the job yet.” Unable to meet her eyes, I regarded the floor.
“I have a feeling that you’re going to.” She put her arm around me, squeezing me in a one-armed hug. “You have some exceptional writing samples in your portfolio. And you know if they ask you for references, you have one right here, right?”
“I couldn’t ask you for that.”
She shook her head, placing her arm on the small of my back to guide me toward the front of the room. She grabbed her briefcase and, without touching me now, brought me outside. “Of course you can ask me for a reference,” she said. “Have I not made it clear by now that I care about you and want to see you succeed?”
“Okay, that’s true.”
“A reference will barely take any time or effort. You act like I’m offering to go to war for you.”
She did have a point. I guess I just wasn’t used to such kindness. My parents were always willing to help me out, although I didn’t like going to them, either. But they’d given birth to me. When it came to non-related people, the only one who’d ever really seemed to care was Chantel – and I’d already seen the flip side of that coin. Was there a dark side to Sydney’s generosity as well?
We chatted lightly on our way to the coffee shop, a hub for undercaffeinated grad students where I’d spent all too much time during my degree years. I smiled at the sight of the familiar couches and armchairs. They were still going, even with the holes and patches that would’ve made me give up on them years ago.
Sydney insisted on buying my coffee, as much as I tried to argue. “We’re celebrating your big job interview,” she said.
I could’ve argued about how much she always did for me, but I let it go. Cash was tight for me at the moment, and she knew it.
She was always there for me, and I gave her so little in return. Where was the benefit for her? What could possibly be behind her doing all of this?
She gave me so much of herself and asked for nothing in return… but one day, I’d make all of this up to her.
 



Eighteen – Sydney
 
“Good morning, everyone, and welcome to the winter semester.”
Groans from around the lecture hall met my pleasant announcement. I had to laugh, because if I didn’t, I’d cry. The university had given me the 9:00 a.m. Monday time slot for an introductory freshman course. These students were going to be more grumpy than enthusiastic.
“If you’ll open your syllabi, we’ll go through what we’re going to be learning this term.”
I clicked a button on my laptop, noticing the alert that Lora had sent me a new email. It’d been a couple months since she’d started at her new job, and while she was settling in nicely, she still liked to send me rough drafts of her articles before publishing them.
I didn’t mind, of course. Her articles were so well-written, I would’ve read them for fun, and I loved to have some input on the final versions. Besides, if it made Lora happy, I was happy.
I put thoughts of her to the back of my mind as I went through the introductory lecture. Since we were only looking through the syllabus, it was over in a few minutes. To a chorus of more groans, I assigned a reading from the online discussion board.
Once the students were gone, I opened the email from Lora. There was nothing personal, just a new article with a note about why she’d written it. I saved it to my desktop, an inexplicable pride coming over me. She’d come so far in such a short time, and I liked to think I had something to do with that.
She hadn’t been in touch with Chantel in months, for which I was grateful. Being away from her abuser was helping her to regain her confidence and self-esteem. I could see the change in her, and it made me happy to know I’d had some part to play in it.
I’ll take a look at this today, I wrote back. Just have to teach another class and then I’ll have plenty of free time. Want to grab a coffee and talk about my notes?
Her response came back almost immediately. Sure! The usual spot?
I smiled to myself. It was nice to have a “usual spot” with a beautiful woman, even if nothing was ever going to happen between us. I found Lora more and more gorgeous as time went on. Maybe it was her improved outlook on life, or maybe I was allowing myself to appreciate her more now that she wasn’t such a fragile flower.
I knew my crush would remain one-sided. She was still in a delicate place, even if she was getting better. We didn’t talk about Chantel, but I knew she probably still had feelings for her. After a three-year relationship, and with all the mixed emotions due to the abuse, it’d take her more than a few months to heal.
I fully expected that she’d eventually tell me she’d met someone and started dating again. As long as that someone wasn’t Chantel, I was okay with that. I wanted the best for her, and nothing less. My role in her life was clear – I was here to be her supportive older friend, and I was okay with that. I had to be.
 
*
 
When we met at seven, Lora was too full of energy to sit and drink coffee. “Can we go for a walk?” she asked. “We can take our drinks to go.”
I shrugged. “Sure.”
This time, I let her pay for my vanilla latte. She brought it out to me and, after taking a sip of her own, licked the foam off her upper lip. My eyes lingered on her lips, and I had to drag them away. “Where did you want to walk?” I asked.
“Around campus, maybe? It’s beautiful out.”
Being early January, the temperature should’ve been below freezing. Instead, the air was crisp and the fat snowflakes melted as soon as they reached the ground. Although I hated the chill, I was willing to brave the weather for Lora’s sake.
“Sure,” I said again.
We headed out of the coffee shop, and our steps automatically led to the path that circled the campus. This was a route that I walked every day, while for Lora, it was more nostalgic. I flipped my hood up and clutched my warm coffee between both gloved hands.
“Everything looks so much prettier with the snow falling,” she said.
Including you, I kept to myself.
“I still prefer the summer,” I said. “I’m not freezing all the time, and there’s so much more to do.”
“Winter activities can be nice,” she said. “Skiing, snowboarding…”
“When you’re twenty-five,” I said with a laugh. “Almost-forty bones are easier to break.”
She scoffed. “You talk like you’re a senior citizen. You’re still in your prime.” She elbowed me. “And there are plenty of nonathletic winter activities, too. Sipping hot chocolate by the fire, watching movies by the fire, playing board games by the fire…”
“Which of us has a fireplace?” I laughed. “And all of those are just ways to artificially make yourself warm. I still prefer summer, when you can just be warm without the effort.”
“Ah, but warmth is so much better when you have to make the effort. You appreciate it more.”
“I’ll take a pass.” I sipped my latte and waved at a passing student I recognized from last year’s classes. “I do love the holidays, but after that, it’s just a long, cold slog until spring is back again.”
This year, like every other year, I’d flown home for Christmas. Although my parents were getting older, they’d still had the same big family dinner that they did every year. I’d gotten to catch up with my siblings and play with my nieces and nephews. Gifts were exchanged and cheer was had.
Lora and I had been in touch a few times over the holiday season, and I knew her vacation had been less idyllic. For one thing, she’d barely had any vacation from her new job. Since she set her own schedule, she’d only taken the bare minimum of days off. She’d seen her parents, and had a good time, but although she didn’t say anything, I knew she’d been thinking about Chantel.
“Anyway,” I said, wanting to get off the topic before that sad look came into her eyes, “did you have a chance to look at the notes I sent you?”
We discussed her article for a few minutes as we trudged along the path. As usual, she barely needed any help – her ideas were fully fleshed out, and all I was doing was suggesting a few more sources she could reference. 
My boots had a slight heel, not really meant for walking, and I found myself slowing as we neared the south end of campus. The parking lot was nearby, and as much as my winter coat and hot latte helped, I was still getting chilled straight through.
“You okay?” Lora asked, seeing me shiver. “Do you want to go inside somewhere?”
“No, I’m used to it.” I pulled my scarf tighter around my neck. “I forgot this is the first winter you’ve really known me. I’m permanently frozen from December through to March.”
“I knew you a little last winter,” she said. “I remember how you were bundled up in about eight sweaters when I came to your office hours.”
I laughed. “I run a little warmer while I’m teaching – I guess the nerves keep me heated up – but when I’m sitting alone in my office, I’m basically a block of ice.”
“Do you want my scarf?” she asked. “I’m pretty warm right now.”
“That’s nice of you, but I’m fine.”
“Sydney, please.” She stopped walking and fixed me with a glare. “Take the scarf.” She was already unlooping it from her far-too-graceful neck.
“I don’t need it.”
“I’m not going to wear it. Take it.”
“And if I don’t wear it either?”
She shook her head. “Has anyone ever told you you’re really stubborn?” Pulling my hood down, she threaded her scarf over my own. “With everything you do for me, you can’t accept wearing my scarf?” She put my hood back, and the brush of her fingers on my skin made me shiver in a whole different way.
“Fine,” I sighed. “But don’t get used to this.”
“Don’t get used to you letting me be nice to you?” She rolled her eyes. “Thought we were friends. This is what friends do for each other, isn’t it?”
With no good response, I started walking again. Although her scarf did make sure all the bare skin on my neck was covered, it was still chilly out here, and my shoulders tensed against the cold.
“You’re still cold,” Lora said.
“How could you tell?” I was making my best effort not to shiver, and as far as I could tell, I was succeeding.
“I can see the signs.” She nodded to my hunched shoulders. “You’re freezing. C’mon, come here.” She slung an arm around my waist, pulling me close to her. Her body pressed up to mine, and her heat radiated through her jacket. 
My breath caught in my throat. Suddenly my knees felt too weak to keep walking, and only the support of her slim arm kept me upright.
“Did that help?” she asked softly.
She had no idea what she was doing to me. “It helps a lot,” I said, a thrill running through my core. 
It just didn’t help in the way she thought.
 



Nineteen – Lora
 
As January turned to February, a problem began to take root in my mind. Most years, it wasn’t an issue. I’d been fine with being single, and then for the past three years, I’d been with Chantel. This year, Valentine’s Day had crept up on me, and I didn’t know how to handle it. 
Chantel had always gone over the top for V-Day. I always told her it was a made-up holiday that didn’t mean anything, but she saw it as an opportunity to sweep me off my feet. So she did, year after year, each Valentine’s outdoing the last.
For our last year together, she’d taken me on a ski trip complete with flowers, chocolate, and lingerie. We’d had a chalet to ourselves, and she’d been in such a good mood the whole weekend that it’d put me in a good mood, too. The fireplace in the chalet had kept us cozy, since we ended up spending most of the weekend in bed.
This year, I’d be alone – and while I absolutely knew that was for the best, I couldn’t help the memories coming back to me when I walked by romantic store displays or when Valentine’s-themed ads played on TV. 
I tried writing an article on how the holiday was anti-feminist and misogynistic… but without actually believing in what I was saying, I ended up setting it aside. I loved Valentine’s. I just hated being alone for it.
“Do you think you’ll start dating again soon, then?” my friend Brandi asked as I vented to her over drinks.
She’d been in my undergrad with me, and we’d been close friends right up to the break-up. I’d gotten back in touch with her lately, as I had with several of my other old friends. I’d explained my absence by saying I’d been upset over Chantel and my lack of a proper job. 
I hadn’t wanted to open up about the abuse situation, so I knew some probably wondered whether the cheating rumors were true. I just said I was in a better place now and I was ready to maintain my friendships again.
“I don’t know,” I told her. “I don’t think so. I’ll just keep complaining about it.” I forced a smile.
“Are you sure that’s what you want?” She sipped her cocktail. “Because I know someone who’d be more than happy to take you out on a Valentine’s date, if you were up for it.”
I blinked. She knew someone who had a crush on me? She was straight and taken, so I knew she wasn’t talking about herself. “Who?”
Leaning in, she giggled. “If I tell you, do you promise you’ll give that person a shot?”
“No.” I rolled my eyes. What if it was a guy, or someone I just wasn’t into?
“Then I’m not telling.” She crossed her arms, giving me a self-satisfied look.
“C’mon, please tell me.” I spoke louder, trying to yell over the bar’s noise. “I told you I’m not ready to date. I’m just curious who might like me. Is it someone I know?”
“Uh-huh. Someone you know very well.”
Something clicked, and my stomach turned over. “Brandi, you’re not talking about Chantel, are you?”
She grinned, and my stomach tied itself in a knot. “I still have her on Facebook, and she’s been posting about you. She doesn’t say who it’s about, of course, but it’s obviously you. It was so romantic. Do you want to read it?”
I kept myself steady even though I felt like crumpling. “No.”
“Are you sure you don’t even want to look?” She seemed truly disappointed. “I would be overjoyed if Jared wrote something like that about me.”
“Even if it was after you’d been broken up for months?” I didn’t want to tell her about how Chantel had hit me, but I had to make her understand. “We split up for a reason, and knowing that she’s still publicly trying to get me back, it’s… manipulative.”
Looking down at her drink, Brandi made a face. “It seems romantic to me.”
“It wasn’t your relationship!” Now my voice was too loud, and Brandi cringed back as if I’d snapped at her. Well, I basically had. “Sorry,” I said more calmly. “I just don’t think people understand what went on between us. She wasn’t a good partner to me, and I’m never going to take her back. Not even for Valentine’s Day.”
The conviction behind my words surprised even me. I wasn’t even tempted to see Chantel again – although I guessed I might break down and look up her post later. I still missed her, but not in the way where I actually wanted to be with her. 
I missed her the way I missed my childhood – as something from a long time ago, that I could never go back to.
 
*
 
I lay on my bed – a real bed now, I’d bought it as a Christmas present to myself – and surfed the Internet. Virginia lay beside me in a purring heap, and I occasionally reached over to stroke her soft fur in between the trashy articles I was reading.
I was trying my hardest not to look up Chantel’s post, but I was on the verge of failing. As much as I knew I never wanted to speak to her again, I was curious what she’d said that had Brandi so keen on us getting back together. Brandi had never been particularly close to her, although like my other friends, she’d been saddened when she heard about the end of the relationship.
“I’m not going to look,” I told Virginia. “I’m stronger than that.”
The cat – no longer a kitten – mewled. As long as she was getting petted, she didn’t particularly care what I did.
“Oh look, a text.” I clicked it, noting that it was from another friend I’d recently reconnected with. LORA!
Have you seen Chantel’s post? it read. You really need to give her another shot!
My gut twisted, and I let out a sigh. Maybe I needed to read it just so she’d stop spreading misinformation.
My phone buzzed with another text, and I reluctantly looked at it. My spirits lifted when I saw it was from Sydney. Lots of thoughts about that last article – call me?
I called her right away, but not to talk about the article. “Could you do me a huge favor?” I asked when she picked up.
“Of course. Anything you need.”
My heart swelled. She was honestly the world’s sweetest person, and I had no idea what I’d done to deserve having her in my life. “It seems that Chantel posted something on Facebook about wanting me back,” I said. “Could you look it up for me and summarize it? I just want to know what I’m dealing with.”
“Oh, sure.”
“Thank you so much,” I said. “I’d do it myself, but I already have her blocked, and I don’t want to unblock her just for this. Plus I’m scared that if I read it, I’ll fall for her lies again – you know how she gets to me, and – ”
“Lora, I already said I’d do it.” There was a laugh in her voice.
Only she could make me smile when we were talking about Chantel. With anyone else, I would’ve still been feeling sick. Of course, she was the only one who really knew the full story about Chantel.
I waited for her to find the post. Luckily Chantel had made it public, so that Sydney didn’t need to add her to her friends list.
“Okay, got it,” she said, and paused to read it. “This is… um… wow.”
I bit my lip. “That bad?”
“It’s… well…” She coughed. “Don’t read it.”
Fuck, now I wanted to see it more than ever. “What’s it about, though?”
“Just a lot of compliments about how amazing you are, and how much she regrets the things she did wrong, and how she’ll never find someone else like you. She talks about your last couple of Valentine’s Days and all the things she’d do for you this year if she had the honor of still being with you.”
“Oh.” Surprisingly, I didn’t care that much. I’d heard all of that before, and I knew it didn’t mean anything. If I went back to Chantel, she’d go back to her old ways, sooner or later.
“You okay?” Sydney asked softly.
“Yeah, of course.” I cleared my throat. “Just thinking about how incredibly not tempted I am, honestly. I think I might really be over her.”
“That’s great!”
The enthusiasm in her voice had me smiling again. It was so sweet that all she wanted was to see me healthy, happy, and away from Chantel. 
Well… I wondered if there wasn’t a little self-interest in there, too. I still hadn’t forgotten about that time we’d talked about the idea of us dating. For the millionth time, her words replayed in my mind.
“You’re in a rough spot right now, and I’d be taking advantage of your vulnerability if anything were to happen between us.”
“You mean… if it weren’t for the whole Chantel thing, you could’ve been interested?”
“If things were different… things would be different.”
I’d thought at the time that she was saying she liked me, and that’d been mind-blowing at the time, but immediately after, I’d begun to doubt whether I’d interpreted it right. This was Dr. Sydney Burgin we were talking about here. She was about a million miles out of my league. There was no possible chance that she was into me.
And from there, our conversation had only gotten more confusing. First she’d said anyone would be lucky to have me – and then I’d pushed the issue. “I meant anyone else would be lucky to have you. You’re a friend now, Lora. Let’s leave it at that.”
No matter how much I tried to twist her words around, I couldn’t convince myself she had any feelings for me. It sounded more like she’d misspoken and vaguely implied she did, and then had to let me down gently without actually saying she wasn’t into me.
Which sucked, because now that I was really getting over Chantel, I found that Sydney was on my mind a lot. A whole lot. Her sharp mind, her caring manner, her beautiful eyes, her soft-looking lips…
I was a long way from dating anyone again. I definitely needed to stay single for a long time.
But when I was ready to date again… I wished I had a fraction of a chance with Sydney.
 



Twenty – Sydney
 
February 13 fell on a Friday this year, and I wished my students a happy Valentine’s Day as they filed out of class. “Enjoy your weekend, make it a romantic one, but don’t forget to finish your homework between all your hot dates!”
I packed my briefcase and headed out after them. I didn’t have anything planned for the weekend, other than my usual volunteer work. My friends were busy with their partners, whereas I hadn’t been on a date in months.
My singlehood didn’t bother me… much. I had plenty to do, and I preferred to be alone than to date someone just because I was lonely. It was going to take a truly special woman to drag me into a relationship. I hadn’t been interested in anyone in a while, aside from the one person I definitely shouldn’t date. 
If I was to be honest, I’d been thinking about Lora a lot lately, and not just in a caring sort of way. Now that we were more on equal footing, I’d lost my urge to gallantly rescue the damsel in distress. Instead, I just wanted to wine and dine her, then cuddle up watching Netflix with Virginia purring softly beside us.
It didn’t help that Lora had been telling me that Valentine’s was particularly rough on her. I was dying to call her, just to see if she was okay. But if she wasn’t, and she was going to be lonely tomorrow, and she wanted to hang out with me…
I stopped myself there, before my fantasies could get out of control. I’d call Lora, she’d be fine, and that’d be that. I’d hang out by myself tomorrow, and she’d do whatever she did on a normal Saturday. 
When I arrived at the parking lot, I got in my car and turned on my phone. Lora quickly picked up, sounding slightly frazzled.
“I’m just calling to check in,” I said. “How are you feeling, what with tomorrow and all?”
“I’m okay.” She paused, making me guess she wasn’t okay. “It might be a hard day, actually. I don’t have anything planned. I’ll just be working, and I probably won’t see anyone, and – ”
I interrupted her. “Let’s go to dinner.”
“Dinner?”
Oh no, what had I just blurted out? “You know, the third meal of the day?” I joked, glad she wasn’t there to see the burning in my cheeks. “It’ll give you something to look forward to. I don’t have any big plans either, so…”
“I don’t know,” she said. “Every restaurant in town will be booked at this point.”
“We can grab some fast food. It’ll still give us something to do.”
“That sounds silly, Sydney.”
“All right… then why don’t you come over?” I clapped my hand over my mouth. What was I doing? I had to be out of my mind to invite over my very-bad-idea crush for a nice romantic dinner on Valentine’s Day.

Before I could take back the invitation, she was already accepting it. “You know, that could be fun. I’d love to.”
We confirmed our plans, and then we hung up. My heart pounded, and I swallowed hard before turning the key in the ignition.
It’d been months since I’d started falling for Lora, and I wanted her badly enough when I wasn’t having her over for the most romantic holiday of the year. 
How was I going to get through tomorrow night?
 
*
 
I set the hot baking pan down on the stovetop and slipped off my oven mitt as the kitchen filled with the fragrant smell of rosemary chicken. Lora would be here any minute, which meant I had to hurry up and finish the Caesar salad. I took a quick sip of wine and went back to chopping the lettuce.
The buzzer rang, and my heart leapt. I pressed the button to let Lora in, then pulled down the hem of my shirt and smoothed back my hair. I’d gone for a casually stylish ensemble tonight, a flowing top and loose pants that looked relaxed and not at all like I’d been stressing over this non-date all day. 
My make-up and jewelry were minimal, and now I wished I’d been a bit more extravagant. I wanted to look good, even if Lora only saw this as a friendly hang-out. And it was only a friendly hang-out. Even if she happened to be into me that way, I’d turn her down for her own good.
Our relationship was exactly what it was meant to be, and it wasn’t going to change. Not even if I loved staring into her deep blue eyes, or if I wondered how soft her lips would be on my skin. I was her older mentor figure, a big sister rather than a lover. We could have a close friendship, but to go any further than that would’ve been wrong.
She knocked at the door, and I opened it, my breath immediately catching at the sight of those big eyes and full lips in real life. She’d also dressed in a relaxed-casual way, wearing a thick sweater over leggings and her hair softly brushed into a high ponytail. On her, even the minimal-effort style made her look like an angel.
“Come on in.” I gave her a quick hug that was still long enough for me to inhale her strawberry shampoo. “I’ll take your coat.”
“This place smells fantastic,” she said, seeming awed. “You spoil me.”
“It’s nothing.” I shrugged off the compliment despite the hours I’d spent online searching for the perfect Valentine’s dinner. What I’d chosen was simple and impossible to mess up, yet still classy and delicious.
In the kitchen, I poured her some wine and we talked about our days – my volunteer work and her writing. She leaned against the counter, her eyes following me as I mixed the salad and set it on the table.
“It’s amazing how you still volunteer at the soup kitchen every Saturday,” she said. “I don’t know how you haven’t gotten tired of it yet.”
“It’s much too rewarding to get tired. I really enjoy going there every week.” A frisson of guilt passed through me as I remembered how she’d once been interested in volunteering. She’d ended up getting her job before I’d put in a good word for her, so I figured she didn’t need it for her resume anymore. “You’re welcome to come sometime. They’d love to have you.”
“Maybe I will.” She smiled at me, and I had to look away before I started to blush. “You still volunteer at Open Heart too, don’t you?”
“Of course.” I’d been there yesterday, like I was every Friday. 
We both sat at the table, and I waited for her to serve her salad. She offered me the tongs, and I set a small portion on my own plate.
“Anything interesting happening there?” she asked without looking at me. “What happened to the one lady with the four kids?”
“She was still there,” I said glumly. “We hope she’ll be able to find her own apartment soon, but with so many kids, she’s feeling bad about taking them away from their father.”
“But he’s abusive.”
“I know.” My frown deepened. “It’d be better for them to have no dad than one who’s abusing their mother, but sometimes it’s hard to convince someone that. And she doesn’t like to admit it, but I think she still has some deep feelings for him.”
“I know how that goes,” Lora muttered. “It took me forever to get over Chantel.”
She took a bite, and it took her a moment to notice I was staring at her. “What?”
“Nothing.” I just hadn’t realized she was officially over Chantel.
It didn’t matter. She wasn’t for me. We’d never date – it wasn’t happening. Too young, too fragile…
We finished the salad course in a somewhat awkward silence, then served ourselves the chicken and roasted potatoes. Everything had turned out well, and I was moderately proud of myself – until Lora’s eyes widened and she turned to me. “Sydney, this is amazing.”
“Oh, it’s nothing.”
“Are you kidding? This tastes incredible.” She took another bite, her eyes rolling back in her head. “One of these days, you really need to stop being so damn modest.”
“I’m not, I swear. It’s not much fancier than I typically cook for myself on a weeknight.”
“Then I should just move in with you. I haven’t had a home-cooked meal in forever.” Her voice faltered as she finished speaking, as if just now realizing the first part of what she’d said.
I laughed softly and brushed my hand over hers – again, without thinking, and if I had thought about it, I wouldn’t have. “It’s okay,” I said. “I know what you meant.”
She picked up her fork again, and her hand shook the tiniest bit. “Don’t worry. I’m not actually crushing on you.”
I blinked. “Worry?” 
“I mean, how much of a pain in the ass would I be if I was?” She took a bite. “Can’t you just imagine me following you around like a lost baby duck?”
“That sounds adorable, actually.” Dammit, Sydney, think before you speak. “But you’re not crushing on me, so it’s fine.”
“I mean… not more than the usual gorgeous-sophisticated-professor-who-rescued-me-from-myself crush.” She giggled nervously. “Sorry, I’m being weird. This just feels like a very romantic evening, and this wine is going to my head.”
I nodded slowly. I wasn’t quite sure what she was saying, but given my feelings for her, I was starting to feel like there might be a problem. “Never mind. Do you never cook for yourself, then? Let me give you the recipe for this chicken.”
Things got somewhat back on track from there, although I could feel her gazing at me more intensely than usual – or was I just more aware of her gaze? I’d kept the lights on as usual, and yet the atmosphere in the room made it feel like we were eating by candlelight.
When we’d both eaten our fill, I took a box out of the fridge.
“You didn’t,” Lora said, shaking her head at me.
“I didn’t get a Valentine’s Day cake for my beautiful, amazing platonic date, who deserves the world and more?” I popped the box open and sliced two pieces from the small cake. “Chocolate with vanilla frosting. I remember you told me you like that combination.”
“I do.” Her eyes were watery. “I can’t believe you did this for me.”
Had I done too much? It was only a cake – and it killed me that she felt this strongly about it. She deserved to be treated like a queen every single day.
I slid her slice over to her, forking a bite from mine. “Enjoy it,” I said without meeting her eyes. I could feel mine getting teary, too.
I managed to bring the conversation back to neutral ground as we ate the cake. Every now and then, she’d let out an “mmm” of enjoyment, and I found my nerves tingling. I wondered if she sounded like that when she enjoyed other things, too.
And I wasn’t going to find out. Even if she did have a little schoolgirl crush on me, she was off-limits. It would’ve been wrong for me to date her. Even to look at her the way I was doing right now… I had to stop.
She took a final bite and licked the icing off her fork, her tongue sliding along the tines in a slow, languid movement. “That was delicious.”
“I’m glad you liked it.” I toyed with the edge of my napkin. “This has been the best Valentine’s I’ve had in a long time.”
A shadow crossed her face, and I immediately regretted my words. Even if I’d never been madly in love on Valentine’s Day, she had, and I’d just reminded her of her ex. Again.
“This was lovely,” she said. “Thank you so much.”
That didn’t mean she was going to leave, did it? I knew dinner was over, but I suddenly, desperately wanted her to stay.
She stood up, and I hurried to get between her and the door. “You don’t have to leave so soon,” I said, blocking her way. “Have another glass of wine.”
“I couldn’t impose on you more.”
“Does it seem like you’re imposing?” I glanced over at the wine bottle on the counter. This would’ve been a good time to go and pour her another glass – but I was still standing close to her and the heat of her body and the smell of her perfume kept me right where I was.
“No,” she said timidly, looking up at me from lowered lashes. “But…”
“Stay.” I put my hand on her shoulder, just a friendly touch – at least to start, because as my hand lingered there, I felt like it was more. “I don’t want you to go.”
She bit her lip, and I could’ve sworn a shiver passed through her. “What are you saying?”
I was only saying what I’d just said – why did she have to ask? Except my hand was still on her arm, and without realizing it, I’d stepped closer. My free hand rose of its own accord to smooth back a few strands of her hair. God, it was just as soft and sleek as I’d always imagined.
That’s enough, Sydney. Abort! Abort! I was veering into dangerous territory, and I had to stop touching her right now. This was a terrible idea because… why, again?
There was a beautiful woman in front of me, and she was looking at me like I’d hung the moon. I was still vaguely aware of her being off-limits, but with my brain short-circuiting, I couldn’t quite remember why.
The abuse, Sydney. The power differential. She was going to start dating again eventually, though, so why shouldn’t it be with me? I wasn’t her professor anymore – there was no power differential. Clearly there was chemistry between us…
Shaking my head, I took a step back, my hand falling limply from her arm. “You can stay if you want to,” I said quietly. “We can hang out, watch a movie.”
“Oh.” Her bottom lip trembled. “I just thought…”
“I know, Lora, but I…” Oh, fuck it. “Come here.”
I reached for her, and she moved willingly into my arms. There was a last moment of hesitation, both of us looking into each other’s eyes as if to confirm this was really, truly going to happen. Then she leaned toward me, and I leaned toward her, and our lips were melding together as if they should’ve never been apart.
Her arms slid around my waist, pulling me closer, and my fingers raked through her hair. She sucked my bottom lip, then the upper one. Her tongue brushed against mine, and my knees went weak.
With the way my mind was spinning, I couldn’t even think straight. Nothing else in the world mattered besides her and me. Nothing else even existed. All I knew was that I’d been waiting a long time for this, and that now that we were here, it felt so perfectly right.
Except that it was wrong. The nagging feeling wouldn’t let me go, and I jerked away from her with a groan. 
I couldn’t do this, no matter how good it felt. I’d lost sight of that for a second, and obviously we had chemistry, but that didn’t make it the right thing to do. There were too many reasons that it was a terrible idea. I was cutting this off here and now – for Lora’s sake, not for mine.
“I’m sorry.” My voice was shaky, and I couldn’t meet Lora’s eyes. “I think you should actually go.”
 



Twenty-One – Lora
 
“Well, I got through Valentine’s Day,” I told Virginia, stroking her fluffy white fur. “I didn’t go back to Chantel. In fact, there were a few minutes when I didn’t even think about her.” Namely, the minutes when I’d been kissing Sydney.
I collapsed onto my bed, bringing the small cat with me. For once, she didn’t protest – just let me plop her onto my lap.
Keeping my hands on her, I tensed up at the memory. “I might’ve lost the best thing in my life,” I told her. “I don’t know why I went in for the kiss.” Sydney had been leaning in, too, but if I hadn’t closed the distance, it wouldn’t have happened.
“She kicked me out,” I said. “I’m not sure what I was expecting, but it wasn’t that.”
Apparently tired of my chatter, Virginia stood up and lazily stretched. She hopped down from the bed and headed for her food bowl, where she munched a single kibble before lying down and immediately falling asleep again.
“Well, you’re a great listener,” I mumbled in her general direction.
I rubbed a hand across my forehead, wishing I had someone to talk to. For the last few months, my main confidante had been Sydney. Clearly I couldn’t turn to her this time.
I’d never thought anything would happen between us, and then when it had, I was on top of the world. We’d fit so beautifully together, her lips lighting my nerves on fire, her body pressed up close to mine. She had to have some kind of interest in me… but she’d tossed me out, and I still couldn’t understand why.
I was pretty sure I hadn’t done anything wrong. It was possible that I had bad breath, but I felt like the reason was deeper. Sydney had gotten spooked by either our age difference or the fact of who she was to me. If I were to guess, it was the latter.
And what could I do about that? If the potential chemistry between us had been killed when she helped free me from an abusive relationship, I could understand that. On the other hand, if she did want to date me but just felt strange about it, maybe I could work with that.
So which was it? Was she into me, but felt too weird about it? Or was she not into me at all? I ran back over what’d happened between us, and couldn’t quite come to a conclusion. She had wanted me to stay… and she’d kissed me… but she’d pulled away, too, and of course she’d told me to leave.
“I don’t think there’s a way to guess,” I called over to Virginia. “If I want to know how she feels, I’m going to have to ask.”
I knew what I wanted at this point… and I knew that it wouldn’t come to me all on its own.
If I wanted to be with Sydney, I was going to have to woman up and ask her out. And that was exactly what I planned to do… as soon as I worked up the nerve.
 
*
 
I finished the first draft of my latest article and flipped my laptop shut. I loved working from home – no commute, no coworkers, and no need to change out of my pajamas. 
I didn’t miss a single thing about working at the grocery store. Not repetitive tasks, not the annoying customers. Best of all, my new job stimulated my mind and made me feel like I was making a difference in the world.
With my work for the day done, I waved to Virginia and headed out of the door. All day, an idea had been brewing at the back of my mind, and now I intended to put it into practice.
My first stop was the flower shop at the mall. They sold me a bouquet of twelve roses, the dark red breathtakingly set off by a few sprigs of baby’s breath. I waited impatiently for them to wrap it up, and once it was under my arm, I went straight to the chocolatier. One gourmet selection of milk and dark chocolate later, I headed back to my car.
The route to Sydney’s place was still fresh in my mind, and it only took a few minutes for me to get there. I took a deep breath before I got out of the car. Was I really going to do this? Grand romantic gestures weren’t my strong suit. Chantel had always been the one doing stuff like this for me, trying to win me over. Or to apologize after she’d done something awful.
Sydney wasn’t like Chantel, and that could only be a good thing. Chantel’s sweet words and suave actions had seemed great at the time, but her abusive nature had ruined all of it. Now I had to date like a normal person – I had to put in effort rather than passively allowing someone else to romance me.
Sydney seemed like she wasn’t sure about me, and that was okay. That was normal. When Chantel had gone over the top trying to win my heart at the start of our relationship, she hadn’t even known me yet. That should’ve been a sign that something was wrong. She’d liked the imaginary version of me she’d constructed more than the actual me, and when I couldn’t live up to that idea – when I was a real, breathing human – she’d hurt me.
So even if Sydney wasn’t totally sure about this, I was okay with that. I was sure about her, and this time it wasn’t because of any imaginary constructions. I already knew the real her. I’d gotten to know her very well in the past few months, and I knew just how amazing and generous and caring she was.
She was an absolute catch – someone I would’ve given my right arm to be with. So even if I was nervous, even if I wasn’t sure how this would go, I had to try anyway. She was worth it.
Throwing back my shoulders, I got out of the car. I buzzed her apartment, and…
No answer. Oh, God, she wasn’t home. What if she was out? She didn’t have any regular volunteer commitments on Sundays, and where else would she be at two-thirty in the afternoon? Oh, hell, what if she was on a date? I didn’t know any details of what might or might not have been happening in her love life.
Just as I began to freak out, the buzzer sounded and her voice came through. “Hello?”
“Hey, it’s me.” I hesitated. “Lora.”
“What? Oh…” The door swung open, and I stepped through.
My heart pounded as I rode the elevator. I should’ve called before I came. Should’ve at least texted. I hadn’t even thought about what I’d do if she was busy or not home. As if she just sat around all day waiting for me to come by!
At last I reached her door, and she let me in. Her slim body was wrapped in a silky bathrobe, her face bare, her hair swept into a messy low ponytail. She looked less put-together than I’d ever seen her, and somehow she was more gorgeous than ever.
“Oh, God, I woke you up,” I said.
She blinked lethargically. “I enjoy sleeping in from time to time. A bad habit I should probably break. Come in.” She gestured me into the kitchen. “Are you okay, honey? Did something happen with Chantel?”
I shuffled my feet, painfully aware of the gifts under my arm. “No, I…”
“Don’t worry. I’ll make you some tea.” She pulled out the kettle. “Or hot chocolate? Would you rather have a hot chocolate?”
“I’m okay, actually. I…” I hadn’t planned anything to say at this point, and I silently added that to my list of regrets about coming over here. “I just, uh…” Without explaining further, I thrust the flowers and chocolate at her.
She took them from me slowly, her eyes widening more by the second. “You got me… oh my gosh… these are expensive chocolates, Lora.”
As if I didn’t know already. “You’re worth it,” I managed. “I liked kissing you last night, and I want to take you on a date soon. If you’re okay with that, I mean.”
She stared at me, holding the gifts halfway between us as if she was considering whether to hand them back to me. “You should’ve called before you spent all this money. We could’ve talked, and…”
“And you could’ve let me down gently?” My stomach twisted in a knot.
“New job or not, I know you’re not in a situation to be spending like this.”
“Would you forget about the money?” I pushed the gifts back at her, just firmly enough to make her hold them to her chest. “I got them because I thought you’d like them and I wanted you to have them. After everything you’ve done for me, I don’t think it’s a big deal.”
She set the flowers and chocolate on her counter and sank into a chair. “That’s the thing, isn’t it?” She looked up at me, her expression tired. “Do you like me, or do you like what I do for you?”
“I like you.”
There was hope in her eyes, but she quickly crushed it. “The kiss was a mistake. I can’t date you. You’re too vulnerable. You need to start dating again on your own schedule, not when some predatory older woman decides to kiss you.”
My jaw dropped open. Was that really how she saw herself? “I’m not vulnerable anymore,” I said. “I kissed you back, you didn’t plant one on me without consent. And you are the absolute, complete opposite of predatory.”
She bit her lip. “I don’t know. You’re amazing, Lora, but maybe you just have some kind of reverse white-knight complex.”
“As in, you were the white knight who rescued me, and that made me attracted to you?” I coughed. “Somehow I don’t think that’s the case, seeing as I’ve been attracted to you since the day I walked into Intersectional Gender Studies in an International Context.”
“Really?” Her eyes softened, but her lips pursed. “I’ve always been an authority figure to you, though. We’re more equal now than we’ve ever been, but how could we ever truly see each other as peers?”
“I don’t have an answer for you, Sydney. I just know I want to make this work… or at least try it.” I stepped closer to her, so that I was standing right in front of her chair. Somehow I found the courage to brush my fingers against her shoulder, and I was rewarded with a shiver.
“I would love to go on a date with you,” she said slowly, looking up at me with nothing but sincerity in her eyes. “I just want to be sure…”
I nodded. At least I had the answer to my burning question. She did want to be with me, after all. Thinking quickly, I came up with an idea. “What about this? What if we try dating, and you don’t help me with anything for a month?”
She blinked. “Not help you?”
I sat in the chair next to her, brave enough to put my hand on her knee. “Not at all. No asking me about Chantel. No giving me advice. No reading my articles. No buying me hot chocolate, even.”
“But…”
I squeezed her knee, hoping to reassure both her and myself. What if there was nothing left to our relationship once we took the helping component away? What if she lost her attraction to me once she wasn’t my “white knight” anymore? What if I lost my attraction to her? I didn’t even know if we’d have things to talk about if we followed my plan. 
“We could try it,” I said. “If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work. We’ll just be right back where we started.”
“No, we’ll be worse, because we’ll both have lost a good friend.”
“Don’t say that.” I took her hand in both of mine. “This friendship is strong enough to survive, even if dating doesn’t work out.” At least I hoped that was true, because at the moment, I wasn’t sure if it was strong enough to survive the experiment we were about to put it through.
Slowly, she nodded. “I might be out of my mind for this, but… okay. Let’s give this a try.”
My pulse raced. It sounded like she’d just said she was willing to date me. I must’ve misheard her – I couldn’t be that lucky. 
All of this had to be some kind of mistake. My bravery in coming over here, the kiss we’d shared last night… I must’ve imagined all of it.
I looked into Sydney’s gorgeous eyes, and I still couldn’t convince myself I had half a chance with her. There was only one way to find out.
I leaned in, and she met me halfway. Our lips grazed together, and as my body thrummed with happiness, her sweet scent drifted into my nose.
“So when do you want to go on our first date?” I asked, nuzzling into her neck.
“Hmm…” She caressed my hair. “How about tonight?”
“I’m free if you are.”
I left her condo, my heart overflowing with joy.
Sydney liked me – she really liked me. All I had to do now was not fuck this up.
 



Twenty-Two – Sydney
 
I combed my hair so the blonde strands fell neatly around my face. After brushing on some mascara, I dabbed my lips with gloss. I didn’t want to look like I’d spent hours getting ready for this date – even if truthfully, it was all I’d been thinking about since Lora left this afternoon.
Over text, we’d decided to grab dinner at a casual restaurant and catch a movie. We’d been to that restaurant a few times before, and seen movies together from time to time, too. I shouldn’t have been so nervous… but this time, it was a date.
I’d been on plenty of dates in my life – none recently, but still, it wasn’t a new thing for me. Why was my heart pounding so hard? I was going to have to change my top if I kept sweating like this.
Of course, I knew the reason. Lora was amazing and wonderful and unique… and I was terrified that if things didn’t go well, I’d leave her even more damaged than she already was.
Up to now, I’d only been in her life at a safe distance. We spent time together, but our interactions were usually for some purpose. If we dated, I’d be taking on a much greater role in her life – and with a greater role, there was a greater potential to hurt her.
Obviously I wasn’t abusive, nor would I ever be, so I was already a step above her ex. Still, there were so many things that could go wrong. I’d never cheat on anyone I was dating, or do anything that could be traumatic. But insensitivity? Rudeness? Forgetting a birthday? All of those were possible, and I feared it’d hit Lora hard if that was ever the case.
“You don’t need to be perfect,” I said out loud to my reflection in the mirror. “You just need to be yourself.”
At least, I hoped that’d be good enough.
It was time to go, so I headed for my car. I’d offered to pick Lora up, conscious that if the night went well, we might be coming back to one of our places… together.
When I arrived, she gave me a peck on the cheek – an innocent gesture that set my heart racing. “I’m still not quite ready,” she said, although she looked perfect to me. “You can play with Virginia for a minute.”
The kitten was on her bed, apparently knocked out. I scratched behind her ears, and she purred. Glancing up, I watched Lora lift her hair and put on a necklace. Her neckline was as delicate and graceful as the rest of her, and my breath caught in my throat.
I was sitting on her bed. If she came over here and kissed me right now, we could be having sex in about a minute. The thought made my core flutter, even though I knew she wasn’t going to do that. And even if she did kiss me, we’d had two chaste make-outs so far. A simple kiss didn’t mean she was going to fondle my breasts or let me take off her clothes…
I jumped up before my train of thought could go any further. “Do you need help with that?” I asked, reaching for her already-clasped necklace.
She gave me a funny look. “No, I’m ready. And you can’t help me, remember?”
A nervous laugh came out of me. “Guess it’s a bad habit.”
We made small talk on our way to the restaurant, avoiding any discussion of how this might be different from a normal night together. When we’d been seated and the waiter had poured us water, she brushed her hand against mine and held up her glass. “To trying new things.”
I clinked my glass against hers. “To experiments that we actually stick to.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll call you on it again if you try to help me.” Her eyes fixed on my hand, which was picking up the water jug. Only her glass was empty. “Like now.”
“Oops.” I set the jug down. “This is going to be harder than I expected.”
“I’ll call you on it as many times as I need to.” She smiled, looking at me fondly. “Besides, it’s only for a month.”
It looked like it was going to be a long month. “What do you think you’re going to get?” I asked, handing her a menu.
She inspected hers. “I don’t know. I could go for some pasta, or the risotto sounds good.”
“The pasta here is great – or does that qualify as offering you advice?”
She gave me a languid shrug, her bare shoulders glimmering in the light. “I’ll accept it for now. Just don’t tell me which one to get.”
Once we ordered, the conversation started to feel more normal. We chatted about Virginia and her quirks, which were always fun to hear about. It seemed that the kitten was developing a habit of following Lora around, and given the size of her studio, she was always tripping over her.
I held back from offering any tips on how to train Virginia out of that behavior. Lora didn’t seem to see it as a problem, and if she did, she could always Google it.
We talked about the classes I was teaching this semester, and a little about Lora’s work. She seemed as antsy as me when the conversation turned that way, as if she was also thinking about how I usually offered her advice about work. 
“It might be better to talk about something else,” she said, confirming my suspicion. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate all the feedback you’ve given me on my articles, but…”
“Say no more.” I held up my hands.
Our food had just arrived, so I dug into my plate of lamb. Lora had gone for the pasta, and she moaned in appreciation as she took a bite. “You were right about this,” she said.
“Don’t put it that way. I didn’t tell you to get it.” I smiled to let her know I was joking.
She put her hand over mine, and the warmth of her fingers sent heat flooding through my system. “I know you didn’t, and I’m very happy about that.”
I sipped my water, hoping it’d cool me off. She had me so warm inside that even my cheeks had to be going pink, and I could only hope she wouldn’t notice.
When the bill came, I tried my best to take it. She wanted to pay, too, and wouldn’t back down, so we eventually compromised and went Dutch.
“Not too romantic,” I grumbled.
“There’s plenty of time for romance. The night’s not over yet.” She gave me a seductive smile, and I was glad I was sitting, because she’d just made my knees weak.
“So, a movie.” I pulled out my phone to check the show times. “Did you still want to see the new Will Smith one? We’re running a bit late for the 7:40, but we could make the 8:10 easily, even though it’s farther away.”
Lora fidgeted as if she was unsure. “I guess we could make it to the 8:10, unless…”
“Unless?” The way she was looking at me had my mind in the gutter.
She grabbed her purse. “Unless nothing. Let’s go see Will Smith beat up some aliens.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
 
*
 
After the movie, I brought Lora back to her place. The mood between us had been lightened by all the laughter in the theater, and we were still chuckling as I pulled into her building’s driveway.
I brought the car to a halt in front of her door. “This was wonderful,” I said, turning to face her. “I had a really great time. We should do it again.”
She licked her lips, reminding me that I hadn’t kissed her yet tonight. After a moment of hesitation, she leaned in and brushed those lips against my cheek. I caught her by the shoulder and pulled her in for a proper kiss. 
Maybe I should’ve been getting used to kissing her at this point, but I wasn’t. Once again, the simple graze of her lips on mine set my nerves alight. As she deepened the kiss, I shifted the car into park. I didn’t mind if she wanted to stay here for a while.
Another long kiss, and she broke away, her eyes glimmering. “Would you like to come up for a nightcap?”
I grinned. “I thought you’d never ask.”
I kept my hand on her knee, driving one-handed as I found a parking spot. She took my hand as we went upstairs, and the anticipation had my heart pounding as much as the three-flight stair climb.
I didn’t know for sure that we’d have sex, of course. I was perfectly happy to have a glass of wine and call it a night, if that was what Lora wanted – although I didn’t plan to leave without another taste of her delicious lips.
But I had a feeling that she was thinking along the same lines as me. The sultry look in her eyes, the heat behind her kiss… It was very likely that I’d be getting Lora Dayton naked in the next few minutes, and I was as terrified as I was excited.
“Hey, Virginia!” Lora called when we got into her apartment. “I missed you, did you miss me?” She tipped cat food into Virginia’s bowl while I unlooped my scarf and took off my jacket.
Once Virginia was nose-down in her food bowl, Lora smiled at me. “What kind of drink would you like? I have wine, rum, Kahlua…”
“Do you have hot chocolate?”
“Naturally.” She opened the cupboard. “A Kahlua hot chocolate, then?”
“That sounds amazing.”
She switched on some music with a Bluetooth speaker, a wordless soft jazz that put me more in the mood than I already was. She hummed to herself as she bustled around the kitchen area, putting two cups of milk in the microwave and then spooning in cocoa powder.
I waited, watching her affectionately. She didn’t seem nervous, so I should try not to be, either. It was just that sex was going to solidify the fact that we were dating – even though we’d already been on a date. If we went through with this, she was more than likely going to become my girlfriend. 
It was scary because I worried about her, but also for myself. I’d be handing her my heart – it was already halfway gone. What if she couldn’t handle being in a healthy relationship? What if she’d become addicted to the highs and lows of being with Chantel? Her ex was still trying to get her back, and I doubted she’d stop – so what if Lora ever decided to go?
“Here you go.” She handed me the warm mug, placing another kiss on my cheek. “I hope it’s hot enough.”
“Oh, I’m sure it’s more than hot enough.” A giggle escaped me, making me cringe at myself. An almost forty-year-old woman giggling?
Lora didn’t seem to mind. “You’re more than hot enough,” she murmured, her arms snaking around my waist.
My core fluttered as her lips met mine once more. Setting my drink on the counter, I backed her against the wall. Had that been too rough? Would I scare her? She let out a moan, nipping my neck, and my worries vanished.
I tipped my head to the side to give her access to my neck, and every nerve in my body came alive as she worked her way to my collarbone. Her hands were on my waist, gripping me, and she spun me around so that my back was against the wall now.
Wait, this was wrong. I wanted to do things to her… to bring her pleasure. She was too beautiful and amazing – I needed to worship her – but what she was doing felt too good to tell her to stop. 
Besides, I wasn’t supposed to be helping her. And even if that probably didn’t include helping her to orgasm, it seemed appropriate to let her do me first.
She nipped down to the neckline of my shirt and paused, her eyes searching mine.
“Keep going,” I breathed. “Yes…”
She pulled down my top and my bra, and my head spun with pleasure. My world tilted as she guided me to the bed only a few feet away, and I obediently lifted my arms for her to take my clothes off.
“Oh my God,” she murmured. “Sydney, you’re… you’re fucking gorgeous.”
I quivered at the sincerity behind her words – then quivered because she was reaching between my thighs. Her fingers met my heat, rubbing and circling with a light touch that left me breathless. Her mouth on my breasts again, she had me at my edge within minutes.
“Oh, honey,” I moaned. “Just like that… Lora…” She stopped, and my hips bucked in protest. “Baby… please…”
She dove between my legs, and then I understood. A second after her tongue landed, my entire body seized up. “Aaaahhh…” The climax came in waves, one after another, her soft tongue coaxing them out of me until I thought they’d never stop.
When I was spent, it was my turn to explore her gorgeous body. I couldn’t wait to make her feel all the things she’d just done to me. I eased her out of her clothes, one piece at a time, taking a minute to admire each new expanse of smooth skin. By the time I got between her legs, she was panting and unbelievably, beautifully wet. 
I dipped in to taste her, and she gave a soft cry. She was just as sweet and tangy as I would’ve imagined, and I let my tongue delve deeper. Hearing her sighs, I longed to elicit more out of her. I wanted to make her come for hours.
My tongue danced on her little nub, and after only a few minutes, her body shook beneath me. “Holy fuck,” she breathed. “Sydney…” 
“Mmm?” I asked, sensing she wanted to say more, but unwilling to stop.
She grabbed the back of my head, holding me to her core as her legs began to tremble again. “You really are an angel.”
 



Twenty-Three – Lora
 
“So, you’re going to come over after your volunteer shift?” I asked over the phone.
“Yep, unless you’d like to come over here.” Sydney’s voice was bright and warm, making me miss her more than I already did. I’d just seen her the night before, but I hated to spend even a few hours apart. 
“Either way works,” I said. “Do you want to hang out with Virginia, or do you want to hang out in a nice condo?”
“Hmm… as much as I love that cat, I’m going to go with option B.”
I didn’t blame her. My place was the size of a shoebox, and even though it was fully furnished now, it still felt like student housing. Sydney’s condo was a grown woman’s home. 
“Sounds good,” I said. “I’m going to get back to work.”
“All right, honey. Come over around six.”
I hung up, my nerves tingling at the sound of the pet name. We’d been dating for two weeks, and as much time as we spent together, I still hadn’t gotten used to the fact that I was honestly going out with Dr. Sydney Burgin.
Things felt more comfortable than I’d imagined. While I did get intimidated by her PhD and her career, I knew she was just as laid-back as me behind the scenes. She did read academic feminist theory for fun, but she also had a surprising passion for cheesy rom-coms and trashy talk shows.
Since I’d finished my lunch break, I went back to the article I’d been editing this morning. It wasn’t bad, just lacked a little polish, and I wished for the millionth time that I could ask Sydney for her thoughts on it. 
The no-helping thing had been my idea, and I did think it’d given both of us some perspective on our relationship. I just kind of wondered whether we could’ve made an exception for my FemWorld articles. Without her feedback, maybe my writing would be so bad that my boss wouldn’t want it anymore, and I’d have to go back to working at the grocery store.
Ugh… I couldn’t believe how long I’d lasted there. Now that I was gone, I wondered how I’d ever made it through a single shift. It was so boring, and being on my feet all day had sucked. Plus I hadn’t given two weeks’ notice, so my boss there might not even be willing to take me back.
But that wasn’t seriously an option. I’d gotten the FemWorld job because they saw something in me, and even without Sydney’s help, I was going to make it. This experiment we were doing was to make both of us confident that I could stand on my own two feet. 
And I could do it – I was sure I could. I’d ask someone else for feedback if I was unsure about an article. Any of my grad school classmates could do it, or I could ask my boss for her thoughts before I officially submitted it.
And yet somehow, when I arrived at Sydney’s place a few hours later, I was clutching a printout of my latest draft.
“I was thinking you could just read it,” I said, pressing it into her hands. “You don’t have to give me any comments. I’ll just watch your facial expression, and I’ll be able to guess if it’s good or not. Or if it’s really horrible, you can write down one or two things I need to fix. If you’re not saying it out loud, it’s not like you’re actually helping me, as such.”
She placed the papers on the counter behind her, keeping them out of my reach. “For someone who came up with this whole experiment, you sure are keen to find a loophole.” She kissed my forehead. “I’m not going to read it, honey.”
“But I need you to,” I said. “I wouldn’t normally ask, but I’m really not sure about this one, and there’s no one else I can ask.” I reached around her to pick it up, then held it out to her with my best puppy-dog eyes. “Please, Syd?”
She took it from me, and for a joyous moment I thought she was accepting – until she tore the pages in half once, twice, three times. “I’m not going to, and you don’t need me to.” Another forehead kiss. “You’ll be just fine on your own. Now come have a glass of wine and tell me what else you did today.”
Although I sighed, I sat on the couch next to her, and after a few sips of wine, I started to relax about the article. Tomorrow I’d look over it one more time and send it off to Carly, my boss. If there was anything she wanted changed or added to it, she could tell me herself.
By the time we decided to order in rather than cooking, all of the anxiety had left me. “Thank you for standing up to me,” I said, wrapping my arms around her from behind as she examined the take-out menu. “It can’t always be easy, but you’re good at it.”
“I’m getting used to it,” she said. “By the time this month is up, you won’t even want me to help you anymore.”
We hadn’t actually discussed what would happen beyond this month – with the experiment, or with us. “Maybe you’ll be bored of me by then,” I said in a small voice. “Maybe helping me was all you ever found interesting.”
She set the menu on the table and spun around to look me in the eyes. “Do I seem like I’m bored with you, honey? I’m absolutely fascinated by you. Everything about you.”
“Oh.” Despite myself, I gave her a little smile. “So you’re not just sticking out this month to prove you can do it, and then you’ll never talk to me again?”
She gaped at me. “You come up with some strange ideas, Lora.”
“Well, I just… you know…” I fidgeted.
“I don’t know. What?”
“We haven’t really talked about, like, how much we like each other, or whether we’re official…”
She blinked. “You don’t know how much I like you?”
“I know we’re dating… I don’t know if I’m your girlfriend.”
A tinge of pink came into her cheeks. “Do you want to be?”
An image of Chantel came into my mind, and I immediately chased it away. I wasn’t betraying her by being with Sydney, because we weren’t together. I might’ve thought she was the love of my life, but I was wrong. I had a chance with an amazing woman now, one who’d never hit me or put me down, and there was no reason to even hesitate.
“Yes,” I said.
“Good.” Her lips brushed against mine. “Because I want to be your girlfriend, too.”
I kissed her for real then, and she ran her fingers through my hair… and it was quite a while before we got around to ordering take-out.
 
*
 
Being Sydney’s girlfriend came naturally to me. I would’ve thought I’d be stressed, knowing how brilliant she was and how I could never measure up. But she was so warm and kind, so completely genuine, that I often forgot she’d ever been my professor.
We fell into a routine – one night at her place, one at mine. We spent Sunday nights apart for some healthy space and so that we could each prepare for our week – but since our Saturday sleepovers lasted well into the afternoon, we still got more than enough of each other.
Sometimes we went on nice dates, and sometimes we stayed in. Although the movies and restaurants were all great, I preferred our nights in – cuddled up on the couch with some hot chocolate, her body fitting perfectly against mine. 
Things were going well enough that I wondered if I might give up my shoebox apartment sooner rather than later. I didn’t want to rush things by any means, but paying rent felt silly when we practically lived together already.
“Today’s the day,” Sydney announced one day when she arrived at my place. She scooped up Virginia, who squirmed for a moment before reluctantly allowing herself to be petted.
“What day?” For a moment, I thought she was about to ask me to move in with her.
“It’s been a month,” she said with a grin. “I can help you again. Give you advice, read your articles…”
My eyes widened. I hadn’t realized the month had gone by so fast. It felt like we’d been together forever, and also like it’d been no time at all. “Is it weird that I’m more excited about our one-month anniversary than about you giving me advice again?”
“Yes, it’s really weird,” she laughed, putting Virginia down and taking me into her arms. “In fact, we should continue the experiment for another month because of that.”
“Really?”
She gave a slow shrug. “I’m glad you came up with the no-helping idea. Now that I’ve gotten used to it, I actually prefer our dynamic this way. I wouldn’t mind going on like this indefinitely.” She pinched my cheek and grinned. “It’s not because you said that about our one-month, though. Our one-month anniversary is very exciting, actually.”
Hmm… I did see where she was coming from. I’d been surprised to realize that Carly liked my articles just as much now as she had when Sydney was reading them. I’d learned a lot from getting and implementing her feedback, and now I automatically knew where to look for more sources and how to flesh out my arguments.
As for the rest of the advice she used to give me, I seemed to be doing okay. I didn’t need career advice, at least for the moment, and the Chantel situation was dead and buried, as far as I could tell. I felt like Sydney’s equal now in a way I hadn’t before, and I had to admit I liked the feeling.
“Let’s try,” I said, nodding. “If you ever really want to help me with something, you don’t have to hold back – but for day-to-day, you can try not to.”
“Perfect.” She kissed my nose, and I felt something press against my legs. Virginia rubbed against each of us in turn until we both bent down to give her some attention.
With my girlfriend and my cat at my side, everything seemed perfect.
But that was before we ran into Chantel.
 
*
 
It happened about a week after that conversation, and all things considered, I was surprised it hadn’t happened sooner. Bayridge was a small town, and I often ran into people I knew. In the queer community, circles were even smaller.
I’d taken Sydney out for drinks at the lesbian-friendly bar-slash-cocktail-lounge on the third floor of the Graham-Waites building. I’d been here with Chantel a few times during our relationship, and she was already at the back of my mind as we chose a table.
Sydney and I ordered quirkily-named mixed drinks from the menu. Her hand lay across mine, her thumb slowly stroking the inside of my palm, as we waited. After a few minutes, the drinks came, and we tried first our own, then each other’s.
Unfortunately, the peacefulness only lasted so long. As we sat and talked, a gasp came from behind me. I spun to find Chantel staring at me with a wild look in her eyes. A gaggle of her friends stood around her, all staring daggers at me until she shooed them away.
“So you are dating her,” she said. “You told me you weren’t, so when rumors started going around, I told everyone they were wrong. That you wouldn’t do that to me.”
“Chantel, we’re just trying to enjoy a drink,” Sydney said. “Lora didn’t do anything wrong, so please try to calm down. If you go sit with your friends, everything will be fine. No need to cause a scene.”
“I don’t need your kumbaya BS, bitch,” Chantel lashed out. “She was mine first, and I’ll talk to her however I want.” 
“She’s your ex,” Sydney said. “You’re not together anymore, and she never belonged to you in the first place. She’s her own person, and you seem to have an issue understanding that.”
“Why don’t you go away and prey on another younger woman? I’d like to talk to Lora alone.”
I rubbed my hand over my eyes. Maybe it was for the best if I took care of this by myself. “Do you mind just giving us a minute?” I said to Sydney. “Just go stand at the bar, and I’ll wave if I need you.”
Sydney hesitated, but she must’ve realized she’d still be in earshot, because she nodded. She got up and, with another scathing look at Chantel, headed over to the bar. Her eyes never left us as Chantel slid into the seat she’d vacated.
“I can’t tell you how heartbroken I am to see you with her,” Chantel said. “You’re really dating her, aren’t you?”
“Chantel, we broke up.” I held onto the edge of the table as if it was keeping me from sinking. “I’m moving on. You should do the same.”
“You can’t tell me she loves you like I love you,” Chantel said. “You know you’re the only one for me. I thought it was the same for you.”
She seemed genuinely pained, and that made me hurt inside, too. “I’m sorry,” I said, wondering how she’d twisted things so I was the one apologizing to my abuser. “It’s not about you anymore. It’s about me and her.”
“And I’m sure you two started this up before we even broke up, didn’t you?”
“No. I told you the truth about that. We’ve only been together for a few weeks, I swear.”
Her eyes bored into me, and I hoped she could see I was telling the truth. “Even if I believe that,” she said slowly, “you’re with her now. You’re not denying that.”
“I’m a free agent,” I said. “We broke up! We broke up! We broke up!”
With every repetition, she cringed back a little more. Her eyes closed with what seemed like pain, and she lifted her hand to cover her mouth. “I never thought you meant it,” she whispered. “I was always sure we would get back together. I knew you needed some time away from me, but I thought you’d come back to where you belong. With me.”
Seeing her hurting, it took everything I had to not rush over to her side of the table, wrap my arms around her, and press my lips to hers. But I’d never forget all the horrible things she had done to me. And my current, amazing girlfriend was standing right over there, watching us. 
“I’m sorry if I ever lead you to believe our breakup was anything less than final,” I said. “I don’t intend to get back with you, now or ever.”
“But I’ll never love anybody the way I love you,” she said, tears dripping from her eyes. “What if I changed? What if I was a better girlfriend to you?”
Those were crocodile tears, I reminded myself. I couldn’t let myself fall for that. “That time has passed,” I said. “There are other people who are going to treat me better without having to work at it.”
“You’re telling me she makes you feel the way I do?”
A good question, because honestly, Sydney made me feel completely different than Chantel ever had. “No, she doesn’t,” I said. “She makes me feel warm, and loved, and comfortable. I’m never afraid of her, and I know she’d never do anything to hurt me.” I glanced over at Sydney, whose eyes were wide and gleaming with unshed tears. “She makes me feel like I can do anything. She never drags me down, she lifts me up. Even if we don’t have all the highs and lows that you and I had, I would still choose being with her.”
Chantel looked from me to Sydney, and Sydney crossed her arms. With tears dripping, Chantel slid out of her seat. Without a word, she ran to the exit of the bar. Sydney came back to her chair and put a hand on my shoulder as she sat down. 
Chantel was gone – for now. But I knew I hadn’t seen the last of her yet.
 



Twenty-Four - Sydney
 
After our run-in with Chantel, I just knew she was going to make life difficult for us somehow. I kept an eye on Lora and watched for any change in her mood, conscious that she might not tell me if her ex pulled anything. I kept an eye on Chantel’s social media, bracing myself every few hours in order to check it. There were no new posts – about Lora, or anything else.
After a few days, I started to feel like we were safe. I spent lots of time with Lora, like usual. We hung out at each other’s places and took long walks in the slowly warming March air. As spring came on, it was time for new beginnings, and our new relationship was blossoming.
I was secure enough in our relationship to take her to a faculty party for another professor’s retirement. I didn’t know Dr. Sanders too well but had always respected her.
Lora came over to my place to get ready, and I helped her zip up her cocktail dress. She looked like a vision with her hair falling in loose waves around her face and some subtle makeup brushed onto her eyes and lips. I longed to kiss that makeup off her and unzip that dress right now, but stopped myself. There’d be plenty of time for that after the party.
“Should I wear these or these?” I asked, holding up two pairs of earrings.
“You’re going to look gorgeous either way,” Lora said. “I like the gold hoops better, though. They really make you look sophisticated.”
I slid them into my ears. I still loved how Lora found me sophisticated rather than just old.
As we drove to the party, my nerves began to act up. I’d never brought a date to a faculty event before, even when I was in my other relationships. The longest had been longer than this one, but since most were long-distance or more casual, I’d never felt comfortable bringing them with me. 
The party was being held in a private room at the on-campus bar. As soon as we walked in, Karen came out of nowhere to block us from the room. 
“Well, look who it is,” she said, her eyes flicking between me and Lora. “I thought you told me you two weren’t dating.”
“We weren’t at that time,” I said, wondering what she might have heard from Chantel. “We’re just here to celebrate Dr. Sanders’ retirement, not to cause any drama.”
Lora looks at me questioningly, and I gave her a tiny shake of my head. I’d let her know about my history with Karen later – right now wasn’t the time.
“Hmph.” Karen tilted her head toward the main room. “Do you mind if I steal Sydney for a moment?” she asked Lora.
I pursed my lips, but Lora was already nodding, so I allowed Karen to pull me aside. “It’s not that I’m jealous or anything,” she said. “You and I never connected like that, and I’m fine with it. In fact, I’ve started seeing someone new, too.”
“Good for you,” I said, glancing over at Lora. She’d come into the main room, too, and was fidgeting by the wall a few feet away from us.
“I just wonder if you’re really serious enough about her to bring her here,” Karen said. “You’re announcing your relationship to the world, you know. If you should happen to split up at some point, the whole campus is going to know about it.”
“I’m not planning to break up with her anytime soon.”
“I know, but I wonder if you can really have a healthy relationship. The things I’ve heard about her…”
I huffed. “Things being spread by her ex? Yeah, I think I’ll judge for myself.” Once more, I wished I could tell her about the abuse. It’d make everything easier to explain, but it wasn’t my secret to tell. “There are two sides to every story, and I know hers. What does Chantel say she did, anyway? She cheated on her? Because we already know she lied about that.”
“I’m just saying,” Karen said. “You need to be pretty serious with someone before you bring them to something like this. Especially with her having a… reputation… around here.”
“Then it’s a good thing I’m extremely serious about her.” I glared harder, wondering how I’d ever been attracted to Karen.
I didn’t care what anybody else said about me and Lora – about our age difference, or the rumors about her, or any other reason that we shouldn’t be together. I could think for myself, and the only thing that mattered was how I felt when we were together. She was the kind of partner I’d always dreamed of, the one I had envisioned myself with when I was a little girl.
Now I understood why things had never worked out with any of my exes in my past relationships. I saw why I’d never allowed things to get more serious. Those women hadn’t been Lora.
I was ready for a serious relationship now – more than ready. We were together now, and no one else was going to get in the way of that.
“I’m just trying to help,” Karen protested.
“Stop trying.” I went over to Lora, grabbed her hand, and brushed past Karen into the private room.
It only took a minute for a stir to go through the room. Even though everyone knew I was gay, it had to be a shock to see me with a former student.
I nodded to people I knew, pretending that there was nothing scandalous about what I’d just done. It wasn’t as if I was the first professor to date a grad student, and everyone knew we hadn’t been together when she was in my class. 
I introduced Lora, “if you haven’t met before,” I said to those who might remember her. To those who didn’t, I simply said she was my girlfriend.
I could feel her nervousness emanating from her as she made the rounds with me, and I squeezed her hand to let her know everything was okay.
People milled around, and only settled when Dr. Sanders stood up to give a speech. She spoke for several minutes, talking about her career at this university and how much she’d enjoyed being here. It seemed that she’d taught here for close to forty years, and my mind boggled at the idea. I couldn’t imagine maintaining any job for that long, or a relationship for that matter. 
I glanced at the woman sitting next to me, and a small smile came over my face. 
Maybe forty years wouldn’t feel so long if I was spending it with Lora.
 



Twenty-Five – Lora
 
There was something childish about celebrating a six-month anniversary. I’d always felt like only teenagers would care about anything shorter than one year. If I celebrated six months, what would I do next? Throw a party for my half-birthday?
And yet, now that I’d reached six months with Sydney, nothing was going to stop me from shouting it to the rooftops. I was madly in love, and I wanted the world to know. I would’ve celebrated our anniversary every month if she’d let me.
I’d never been in a relationship this wonderful before. I hadn’t even known it was possible. The fun, the passion, and most of all, the mutual respect. Sydney always treated me as her equal, never putting her opinion above my own. 
I knew that if we ever moved in together, she’d never yell at me for something like putting the knives in the wrong place. If I said they belonged in the drawer, they’d belong in the drawer, and that would be it.
Now that we were hitting this milestone, I wondered if she might ask me to move in with her soon. It’d only make sense, given how much time we spent at each other’s places. But I was too shy to bring the idea up myself.
“Happy six months,” I said when she opened her door. “I brought a special guest.”
“Virginia!” Sydney squealed, hurrying to open the cat carrier. “I didn’t think I was going to see you until tomorrow!”
I laughed. She was happier to see the cat than me – not that I minded. I needed her to love us both if this relationship was going to progress.
Virginia tiptoed out of her carrier, her ears flattened against her head. Like most cats, she didn’t handle environment changes too well. I figured she’d be okay within a few minutes since she already knew both Sydney and her condo.
As she sniffed her way around the room, getting reacquainted with her old stomping grounds, Sydney gave me a long, lingering kiss. Her hands on my waist, her perfume in my nose, I felt a rush of anticipation for what would come later tonight.
“I figured we’d have a quiet night in, for once,” I said, explaining Virginia’s presence. Our last few dates had been active ones – on Saturday, we’d both volunteered at the soup kitchen, and on Sunday we’d gone for a full-day hike.
“That’s what I was thinking, too,” Sydney said. “I already queued up a few movies you might like on Netflix. If I’m lucky, this one will snuggle with me.” She nudged Virginia with her foot.
“On the off chance she’s feeling affectionate, I claim her.”
“Not fair, you see her all the time.” Sydney pinched my butt playfully.
“You’d see her more if you came over more often.” I dropped onto her couch and started to check out her Netflix queue.
“Hey, it’s not my fault you don’t have a widescreen TV and full sound system.” She sat beside me, her hand on my knee. “Or a couch, for that matter.”
“My place is perfectly serviceable, thank you very much.”
“And mine is comfortable.” She squeezed my knee, and I turned to look at her. “You should really think about moving in sometime in the next few months. Maybe when your lease is up.”
A grin broke across my face. “Or even earlier.”
 
*
 
In the morning, I practically skipped to my car. We hadn’t picked a date to move in together, but now I knew we were on the same page. I was really going to move in with Sydney and be with her all the time. She made me feel so happy and safe, and now I was going to have that every single day.
A movement in my peripheral vision wiped the smile off my face. I recognized that shape, and it wasn’t welcome here.
“Morning,” Chantel said brightly, as if running into her outside my girlfriend’s condo was a perfectly normal activity. I hadn’t seen her in months, not since the retirement party. She looked just as lovely as always, but I knew the undercurrent of evil still hid underneath.
I reached into my purse for my phone just in case I wanted to call Sydney. “What are you doing here?”
“I just happened to – ”
“Cut the bullshit.” I threw my shoulders back and glared at her. “I know this wasn’t an accident. Are you stalking me now? Is that what this is?” My voice was more aggressive than I’d intended, and yet I didn’t regret it. I never would’ve thought I’d even be capable of talking to her like that. Things had certainly changed.
“Not at all,” she said, surprisingly calm. “I’m sorry if I scared you. I never meant to make you feel uncomfortable. I just didn’t have another way to reach you. I know you work from home now, and I knew you wouldn’t pick up the phone if I called.” She looked down. “I’m really sorry.”
I narrowed my eyes at her. Although I still didn’t want to talk to her, it was nice to see her apologetic for once. I guessed I could give her a minute of my time. “What do you want? Make it quick.”
“I just wanted to see you again.” She reached for my hand, which I pulled away. She winced and continued. “I’ve been doing a lot of work on myself, and I’m a whole new person now. I’m not the woman you knew.”
“So what? You still want me back?” I asked meanly. “It’s not going to happen. You ruined any chance of that when you abused me, Chantel. You might think you’ve changed, but I’ll never believe it. And why would I ever go back to someone like that?”
“I did abuse you.” Her voice was small, and she wrung her hands. “I always knew I did, even if I didn’t want to admit it. You didn’t deserve any of what I did to you.”
I couldn’t quite breathe. She’d never said that in so many words before. She’d always either blamed me or tried to convince me the abuse had never happened.
Almost timidly, she peeked up at me. “I went into an abuser program, Lora. A group program for people who abuse their partners. I’ve been getting help for a few months now.” 
“You… have?”
She nodded. “I’ve learned so much there. Like why I chose abusive behavior and how it harmed you. I always told myself it was okay for me to hurt you because I had a rough childhood and I was just copying what I’d seen growing up. Now I see those were just excuses. Plenty of people had rough childhoods, and they didn’t all turn abusive.”
My voice was barely audible. “Why did you do it, then?”
She hung her head. “I was selfish. Entitled. I felt like you existed for my pleasure – I thought you should wait on me hand and foot. I had no empathy for you, even though you were supposed to be the person I loved most in the world. I put myself before you, and, Lora, I’ll never make that mistake again.”
I couldn’t find words to say, so I just shook my head as she went on.
“They told me the times I emotionally abused you were just as bad as the times I pushed you around. Now I’ve learned to look at our relationship from your perspective, and if you let me try again, I’ll be so much better. I never want to hurt you again the way I did before.”
My heart was in my throat, and I couldn’t explain why. I was with Sydney now, and she was the best thing that’d ever happened to me. Chantel’s words shouldn’t have touched me at all.
But I’d loved this woman once. A part of me still did.
She was saying everything I’d always wanted to hear, and this time… God help me, I believed her.
“I want to be with you, Lora,” she said, her eyes pleading with me as she wiped a tear away. “Forever. Baby, I want to marry you. Can we try again? Please?”
My stomach was in knots. I felt like throwing up.
I had no idea what to say.
 



Twenty-Six – Sydney
 
“Is my wife here? I know she’s here.” The man’s eyes flashed as he looked from one end of Open Heart’s reception area to the other. “You better tell me if she’s here, lady.”
“Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to calm down. We don’t give out information about who’s staying with us, for safety reasons, and if you continue to harass me about this, I’ll have to ask you to leave. This is private property.”
“I’ll have to ask you to leave,” he parroted back in a high-pitched tone. “Bitch, I’m looking for my wife. She’s my property.”
“Sir, I don’t know your wife, but if she’s here, it’s for good reason. Women don’t belong to anyone but themselves. You can’t force her to go anywhere. It’s up to her whether or not she’ll come back to you.”
He sneered at me, making his face turn uglier than it already was. “If you won’t let me in, I’ll just have to go in and look for her.”
“And I’d have to call the cops, sir.” My finger was on the panic button under the counter. “Those doors you’re looking at are locked, by the way. I can, however, offer you a pamphlet for an abuser program that’s proven to be very effective. Maybe if you change your attitude, you’ll have a shot at getting your wife back.”
He scowled. “Fuck you, fucking bitch.” He stormed over to the door. “If my Jennifer doesn’t come back, you’ll have hell to pay.”
I waved a pamphlet at him. “The abuser program. I highly recommend it.”
He slammed the door behind him, and I let out a sigh of relief. Despite my outward calm, inside, my heart was pounding. Confrontations like this were always nerve-wracking – especially because the doors weren’t really locked, despite how many times I’d brought it up with my volunteer supervisor.
Taking a deep breath, I reached for my phone. I hadn’t heard from Lora since she’d left my place this morning, which was unusual. She usually liked to send me little thoughts and jokes throughout the day since she worked from home, alone.
I hoped I hadn’t scared her off with the talk of moving in. It might’ve been a premature discussion, but it wasn’t like I’d suggested she move tomorrow. I’d just wanted to make sure we were on the same page, and we certainly seemed to be. She wasn’t going to renew her lease without talking to me first, anyway.
Well, maybe she was “in the zone” with the article she was writing. She’d described it to me last night, a feminist take on Taylor Swift’s latest antics, and I guessed it could’ve captured her full attention. I was looking forward to reading that article – even if I wasn’t going to give her any feedback on it.
By the time my shift was over, I still hadn’t heard from her. According to our normal routine, I should’ve been heading over to her place now. I decided to call to make sure.
“Hello?” She sounded tired, or annoyed – I couldn’t tell which, but from that one word, I could hear she wasn’t quite herself.
“Hey, honey. You okay? Should I still come over?”
“I’m fine, I guess.” She sniffled. “Yeah, come over.”
 
*
 
I picked up a couple of tea lattes on my way to Lora’s – partly because I felt like she might need a pick-me-up, partly to stall on getting there. I had a bad feeling about why she might’ve been sad today. I couldn’t guess the specifics, but there was something about the way she’d spoken that told me it was nothing good.
She’d been so cheerful when she left this morning, too. What could’ve happened in only a few hours? And why did I feel like it had something to do with Chantel?
Lora barely glanced at her tea latte when I handed it to her. “Thanks,” she said, and set it down without taking a sip. Her eyes were red-rimmed, and she was still in her pajamas. Even if she worked from home, she normally showered by this time.
“What happened?” I asked, pulling her over to the bed and wrapping my arms around her. Virginia hopped up next to us and settled into a heap, her big green eyes watching us with unblinking concern.
“Is it that obvious?” She sniffled. “I’m fine, I’m just a little thrown off. Chantel was at your place this morning, and she accosted me when I came out.”
My jaw dropped. “Did she do something to you? Did she get violent?”
“No, not at all.” She patted my hand. “She told me she’s gotten help for her abusive behavior and that she understands why she did what she did. She said she’s changed, and that if I take her back, she’ll treat me right for the rest of my life. She – she proposed to me.”
My heart twisted inside my chest. This was my worst nightmare come true. I’d known from the start that Lora would always be a little in love with someone else, and yet I’d gone and fallen for her anyway. I’d thought I could win out over Chantel, but it looked like she’d found the key to making Lora go back to her.
Just this afternoon, I’d told that man his only chance of getting his wife back was for him to go into an abuser program. Chantel had done exactly what I’d suggested, and now I was going to lose the love of my life.
Dropping Lora’s hand, I turned away. Tears blurred my vision, but I barely noticed when it felt like my whole world was collapsing in on me. 
What was I going to do without Lora? Seeing her had become the best part of my life – the part I looked forward to when I woke up in the mornings. Her smile, her laugh, her kiss… would I really never get to enjoy those again? Karen had warned me about this moment, and I’d ignored her…
“So this is it for us?” I asked hoarsely. “The end of the road?”
There was a long pause, long enough for my heart to break a little more. Then…
“What?” She grabbed my shoulder and spun me back to face her. “No! Sydney, Syd, honey, no. That’s not what I was saying at all!”
I blinked, unsure if I could believe what I was hearing. “You’re not going back to Chantel? You didn’t have me come over to break up with me?”
“No!” She looked horrified. “God, no! I’d never get back with her. She was a monster to me!”
I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “Yes, she was. I just thought…”
“That I’d forget all about that because she finally decided to change?” She leaned on me so that we both fell to the mattress, making Virginia scoot out of our way with a meow. “I’d never do that, Syd. Why would I go back to someone who hurt me when I could be with an amazing, incredible person who’s only loved and supported me since day one? It’s not even a question.”
I nodded shakily. “You were just so upset…”
“Upset that she changed too late,” she said. “If she’d had her so-called revelations earlier, she never would’ve put me through those things. She told me she thought I existed for her pleasure, and she practically saw me as a servant. What did I ever do to deserve that?” She nuzzled into my chest, and her tears wet my blouse. “I should never have wasted three years of my life on her in the first place. I should’ve been with someone who respected me. Someone like you.”
Now I was starting to understand. I rubbed her back gently, brushing her hair out of the way so I could kiss her cheek. “We all make mistakes,” I said softly. “And you and I hadn’t met at the time when you got together with Chantel.”
“But… I spent three years with her, and she didn’t even see me as a person.” She quivered in my arms. “How could I have been so blind?”
“It’s okay, honey. You can’t change the past.” I squeezed her tighter. “You’re with someone now who knows you’re a goddamn queen and is going to treat you as such. Always.”
She nodded slowly. “And I’ll treat you the same, because you’re worth it.”
“You already do.”
Her lips met mine, and my arms circled her waist, and Virginia jumped off the bed as if she already knew we were about to use it for other purposes.
 



Twenty-Seven – Lora
 
“Is there a problem with the apartment?” Manny asked, peering at me from behind the desk of the rental office. Normally I came here once a month with my rent check, and he seemed surprised to see me here in mid-month.
“No,” I said. “I’m just planning to move. I can give two months’ notice, if you’d like. I know it’s not easy when a tenant breaks their lease.” 
I kind of hoped I wouldn’t have to give that much notice. Sydney and I had decided I should move in sooner rather than later, and for me, that meant “as soon as possible.” 
“Are you moving to another city?” Manny asked.
“No, I’m moving in with my partner. She already owns a nice condo, so it only makes sense.”
“Ah.” He turned to the computer. “I’m just going to pull up your file. I know you’ve been a model tenant, always paying your rent on time.”
I nodded. Even when times were at their toughest, I’d made sure to keep up with my rent.
“I don’t see a reason to have you give that much notice,” he said. “There’s always lots of interest in your unit, so it’ll rent fast. You’re sure you want to give it up?”
That was a no-brainer. “Definitely.”
He smiled. “Ah, to be young and in love.” He clicked a few times. “There’s the lease-breaking fee, but given that you paid your last month’s rent as a deposit, that’ll more than cover it.”
“Great.”
“I’ll put that through, then. I’ll let you know when I’ll be showing your apartment, and it’s fine if you’re there or not there.” He held out his hand for me to shake. “Otherwise, it’s been a pleasure, Lora. Good luck with your partner.”
I shook his hand – even though with Sydney, no luck was necessary.
Moving in would just be the next step in our happily-ever-after.
 
*
 
“Yeah, just leave that box over there,” I called to Brandi a week later. “By the door. That’s perfect.”
“And that was the last box,” she said as she straightened up. “That was easy!”
She and a few of my other old friends had come to help me move. I’d sold all of my furniture since I no longer needed it, which meant I didn’t have a ton of things to transport. We’d done it all in one trip, and everyone had only needed to take a box or two up the elevator. 
Sydney and I could really have done it ourselves, but I’d wanted to include my friends. I hadn’t been close with them since before my break-up with Chantel – first because I’d been hiding the abuse that’d gone on, then because I was caught up in my new relationship. I wanted my friends to be part of my life again, starting now.
“I had to make you work for your pizza and beer,” I said, gesturing at the six-pack that was already on the counter. “Drink up – I think I just heard the pizza guy at the door.”
Ten minutes later, we’d made ourselves comfortable in the living room, some on the couch, some sprawled on the floor. We dug into the pizza, and my friend Heather nudged me in the ribs. “So how’d you get away with moving so fast?” she asked.
“My apartment was in high demand, apparently.” I tore off a bit of crust and stuffed it in my mouth. “With rent that low, people will put up with a lot. The first person who came to view it loved it, despite how small and drafty it was. She handed over a check on the spot, and she wouldn’t stop talking about how great of a deal it was.”
“Damn, maybe I should’ve taken over your lease,” Brandi mused.
“You snooze, you lose,” Sydney said.
We munched and talked for a while longer, and my heart filled with warmth. This was the way it was supposed to be – surrounded by friends and my partner, warm and cozy and full of pizza. I couldn’t imagine anywhere else I would’ve rather been.
“Hey, do you ever hear from Chantel?” Heather asked me out of nowhere.
The room went quiet, and I could feel everyone looking at either me or Sydney. “Let’s not talk about her right now,” I said.
“Oh, sure, sorry,” Heather said. “I was just curious because I ran into her, and – ”
“I don’t want to hear it.” The words came out harsher than I’d intended, and I felt the need to explain them. “It might’ve been a long time ago, but it was a bad break-up, you know? She messed me up a lot, and in the end, I only got away from her because of Sydney.”
“Come on, isn’t that a bit biased?” Brandi asked with a laugh. Her eyes were glazed – clearly the beer had gotten to her. “You make it sound like she’s this horrible person, when actually you were both responsible.”
I wanted to snap at her. Shut the fuck up. You have no idea what you’re talking about. What do you know about my relationships?
But Sydney’s soft hand squeezed my knee, and I knew she was there for me. Someone understood, and as for the rest of them, I hadn’t actually given them the chance to. 
I looked from one friend to the next, all of them waiting to hear my response. Would it be so bad to open up a little? To give up a smidgen of my pride and tell them the truth about what’d happened between me and Chantel?
I met Sydney’s eyes, and she gave a subtle nod as if she could tell exactly what was going through my mind. That was enough for me.
“Actually, we weren’t both responsible,” I said in a soft voice. “It wasn’t my fault when she started putting me down all the time, telling me I was stupid and worthless and that no one else would ever love me.” I hesitated, then let the next few words rush out all at once. “It wasn’t my fault when she started pushing me around and hitting me, either.”
Every face in the room was shocked, with the exception of Sydney’s. I hung my head as she rubbed my back, reminding me that no matter how my friends reacted, she’d still be here for me.
“Oh my God,” Brandi said.
“I’m so sorry,” Heather added.
“We had no idea,” another friend said. “Why didn’t you tell us sooner?”
“Why didn’t you go to the cops?”
Each comment was more supportive than the last, and all the love surrounding me had me tearing up even before my friends came over to me one by one, piling up on me in a huge group hug.
Why had I ever wanted to keep my pain secret? Had I really thought they wouldn’t believe me, or that they’d choose Chantel over me?
My friends loved me, and my family and Sydney all loved me. I didn’t need to always pretend I was strong, or to carry all of my burdens alone. 
They were here for me, and they always would be.
 



Epilogue – Lora
 
The woman standing in front of me looked about twenty years old. Her face was covered in bruises and encrusted with dried tears. She blinked at me with her one good eye, the other being swollen shut.
“I don’t know if I’m strong enough for this,” she whispered. “He’s a whole different person when it’s just the two of us. With anybody else, he’s the most personable, charming man you could imagine. You’d probably fall for his act, too.”
“I highly doubt that.”
The woman – girl, really – shook her head slowly. “You don’t understand. Everybody loves him, and then there’s me… boring, plain, quiet me. Even my own friends like him more than me. They’ll choose him over me in a heartbeat.”
“You might be surprised.” I gestured at her to sit down. Open Heart Women’s Shelter had recently remodeled so that two cushioned chairs sat side by side. “I wasn’t always a volunteer here. About ten years ago, I came in just like you.”
“You?” Her eyes swept over me, taking in my professional, put-together appearance. “But you don’t seem…”
“There is no type that abusers generally go for” – I checked the clipboard she’d written her information on – “Sandra. Anyone can be a victim, anyone at all.”
“I guess so. You just seem so… confident.”
I put her clipboard down. With some of the women who came in, I was all business. With others, like Sandra, I could see they needed some extra inspiration. “Would you like to hear my story?”
She gave me a small nod, so I launched right in. I told her about Chantel, about the slow way the abuse built and the way she’d pretend nothing had ever happened. I told her about the final night and the knives in the drawer, and about coming here and seeing Sydney, and thinking I’d never get over Chantel and have a healthy relationship.
“But I did,” I said. “I ended up dating the woman who welcomed me that night, the one who was once my professor. We’ve been together for almost a decade now, and we have two kids and three cats together.”
Sandra’s eyes widened. “Wow.”
Virginia still acted like a kitten, and she still wasn’t affectionate – except with our younger daughter, the one we’d adopted. Our older daughter was six, and a few years after I’d given birth with the help of a sperm donor, Sydney and I had decided our family didn’t quite feel complete. We’d both taken easily to motherhood. Even though Sydney was older, her caring nature made her perfect for the job.
The final piece for our family had been the two underfed black cats that roamed our neighborhood, both so skinny we could see their ribs. When we’d realized they didn’t have owners, we knew we had to take them in.
 “Once I left my ex,” I went on, “I found out I would’ve been fine on my own. I wasn’t stupid or incompetent, or any of the other awful things she put into my head. I took the time to heal, with a lot of help from my counselors and the woman who ended up being my wife.”
I still felt a little self-conscious when I told people about what Chantel had done to me, but ever since I’d started volunteering here, it’d gotten easier and easier. If my experiences could help save anyone else from a life of abuse, it would’ve been selfish of me to keep my story to myself.
“That’s amazing.” 
That was true. These days, sometimes I took my wonderful life for granted. When I looked back on where I’d started, it really was amazing.
“There was a happy ending to my story,” I said. “There can be one for yours, too.”
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