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Content Warning

This story explores a consensual relationship between adults shaped by an age gap, existing familiarity, and the tension of crossing boundaries that were never meant to be tested.


Chapter One

Serenity leaned back against the counter, watching Aubrey pace the length of the kitchen.

“You’re being dramatic, you’ll be fine,” she said, though there wasn’t much conviction behind it.

“I’m not,” Aubrey shot back. “I’m literally going to fail it. It’s tomorrow. I’ve studied, for real this time—I can’t study anymore. I’ll explode.”

She dragged a hand through her hair—still a little damp, falling loose around her face—like she’d rushed out without bothering to fix it. A small pimple patch caught the light when she turned.

“I heard my mom crying the other night,” Aubrey added, her voice lowering slightly. “When I was home. Did I tell you that?”

That landed.

Serenity didn’t react right away—she shifted her weight, the gold chain at her collarbone catching faintly as she moved.

“Your mom?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Aubrey said. “Like—not just upset. Actually crying. I don’t think I’ve ever heard her like that.”

Serenity’s gaze held on her a moment longer than necessary—steady, unreadable. One of her braids had slipped a bit forward over her shoulder, and she didn’t fix it.

A pause.

Serenity’s fingers brushed the edge of the counter briefly, before settling.

“She and Anna broke up,” Aubrey added, like it explained everything. “For real this time.”

Serenity nodded once.

Something quiet and bright unfurled low in her chest before she could stop it.

Wrong.

She pressed it down just as quickly.

It didn’t belong here.

“Maybe you guys could do something,” she said after a moment. “Get her out of the house. Dinner or something.”

Aubrey let out a short laugh, already shaking her head.

“Yeah, I guess. I just—” She hesitated, the edge of something softer breaking through. “I don’t know. I need space from her right now. That’s probably horrible of me but…”

Serenity glanced up.

“Why?”

Aubrey shrugged, but it wasn’t careless. Defensive, maybe.

“She always seems… disappointed in me. It gets to a person, you know?”

Serenity’s eyes flicked up—quick, almost automatic.

Disappointed.

She couldn’t quite imagine it—couldn’t picture that look turned on her.

But if it were…

She took a deep breath, anchoring herself.

“How so?”

“I don’t know.” Aubrey huffed, pushing off the counter. “Like I could be doing better. When I’m already doing the most. All the time. It’s—ugh, like, stop picking at every single thing. Notice what I’m doing well.”

Serenity watched her for a second longer.

“She just wants to see you succeed,” she said, steady. “That’s not a bad thing.”

Aubrey didn’t answer right away.

“Yeah,” she said finally. “Maybe.”

A beat passed.

Then Aubrey grabbed her keys off the counter, already moving toward the door.

“C’mon, we’re gonna be late for this stupid class.”

“Wish it was online,” Serenity said, grabbing her bag.

“It really should be.”

Aubrey drove anyway—only a few blocks, even though it was close enough to walk. She always did.

By the time they crossed campus, Aubrey was already talking again—about practice, about some girl on the team, about something one of her professors had said.

Serenity nodded when she needed to.

Answered when it made sense.

Aubrey had always been like this—filling the space without expecting much back.

Serenity didn’t mind it.

It made it easy to listen.

Easy not to speak.

Her attention—

shifted.

As they got closer.

“Bro, you look so cute today,” Aubrey said.

“Thanks,” Serenity said, already scanning—without meaning to.

“Well, you always do. I love that sweater. Very dark academia vibes.”

Serenity nodded, her attention straying—back to where she’d seen her.

Maybe she would like the outfit too.

The knit sat clean against her frame, skirt falling just above her knees, black tights smoothing the line of it. Her hair was in small braids, woven into a long French twist down her back, a few left loose around her face against dark skin as she moved.

They stepped into the building.

And there she was.

Serenity let her focus drift, careful not to make it obvious.

Vivian Walsh stood at the end of the corridor, speaking to a faculty member.
Poised. As always.

Nothing had changed.

And yet—
something in Serenity settled, quiet and certain.

There was nothing visibly different.

Except for the haircut—her blonde hair now resting right below her jaw.

Serenity watched as she pushed it behind her ear, pen still in hand.

Her posture was the same—straight, effortless. Her voice, low. One hand resting lightly against a folder, the other gesturing once, precise and minimal.

If anything—
she looked exactly like she always did.

And now—
that meant something different.

She was newly single.

And Serenity wasn’t a kid anymore.

Not in the ways that mattered.

She slowed.

Not enough for Aubrey to notice.

Only enough to—

see.

Vivian turned as they approached, her gaze trailing over the hallway before landing on Aubrey.

“Aubrey.”

Just her name.

Aubrey straightened immediately.

“Hey, Mom.”

Vivian’s eyes shifted, briefly—landing on Serenity.

A small, polite acknowledgment. A familiarity built over years.

“Serenity.”

It lingered longer than it should have.

Her lips pressed together—subtle, controlled.
I wonder if she knows.

It was a thought she’d had before.

But now—

it seemed… possible.

“Hi, Dean Walsh.”

Vivian stepped past them, one hand resting lightly against Aubrey’s shoulder as she did—nothing more than habit.

Brief.

Unremarkable.

She didn’t stop walking.

Didn’t linger.

Didn’t look back.

Serenity’s breath caught.

Not from the touch.

From the absence of it.

The way it had meant nothing.

It wouldn’t stay that way.

She turned, watching her go—long enough to notice what didn’t quite belong.

The way her shoulders held a fraction tighter than usual.

The pause—barely there—before she spoke.

Aubrey was still talking.

Serenity hadn’t heard the last few sentences.

Then Aubrey stopped.

“What are you looking at?”

Serenity blinked, caught, then decided.

“Your mom’s really pretty.”

Aubrey made a face. “You think my mom’s pretty?”

“Yeah,” Serenity said, easy. “I mean, she always has been. But the haircut looks good on her. Don’t you think?”

Aubrey shrugged. “She’s okay, I guess. I haven’t really thought about it.”

And just like that, she moved on—already talking again, something about Coach Matthews, her voice picking back up without pause.

Serenity let it happen.

She had time.

She didn’t need to rush.

But her attention drifted again—

briefly—

to where Vivian had disappeared down the hall.

No one else would’ve noticed anything different.

But Serenity had.

“God, I can’t wait until she moves out,” Aubrey said suddenly.

Serenity blinked, pulled back into the moment.

“Who?”

“Jenny,” Aubrey said. “She plays music so loud it literally shakes the walls.”

Serenity let out a small breath of a laugh, grounding again.

“I can’t hear it from downstairs.”

“Yeah, well, I can,” Aubrey muttered. “And you should be upstairs with me.”

Serenity shook her head. “Doesn’t bother me. I like being near the kitchen. It’s convenient.”

“Eh. It’s better upstairs. When that girl leaves, anyways.”

They kept walking.

And Serenity didn’t look back again.

Her focus had already shifted—somewhere ahead.


Chapter Two

One Week Later

There was a knock at the door.

Vivian didn’t look up right away. Her pen moved steadily across the page, finishing the last line before she set it down with quiet precision. The office around her was clean, orderly—dark wood, neatly stacked files, a few framed photos spaced far enough apart to feel intentional rather than personal.

She smoothed a hand through her hair and straightened her blazer.

“Come in.”

The door opened, voices slipping in before the girls did.

“—I’m only saying, it’s not even fair at this point—”

Vivian looked up.

Aubrey. Of course.

Strawberry blonde hair in a loose ponytail, frizzed from humidity. Sweatshirt, athletic shorts—either coming from practice or not.

Serenity stood behind her. Quieter. Unreadable. Backpack over one shoulder, posture graceful and observant.

Rachel lingered off to the side.

Vivian’s gaze settled.

“Aubrey.”

Aubrey straightened. “Mom—” she caught herself. “—Dean Walsh, we’re here to talk to you about our coach.”

Vivian leaned back. “Alright. Come in. Close the door.”

They did, settling across from her desk.

“Coach Matthews isn’t doing his job,” Aubrey said, trying for composure, though her hands gave her away. “He misses practices, and when he is there, he’s—he’s just—”

“Rude,” Rachel cut in. “He’s rude.”

Vivian’s attention shifted to her. “Give me an example.”

“He told me to quit the team.”

Aubrey leaned forward. “He literally told her she should consider softball because she can’t run for shit.”

Vivian gave her a look—measured, quiet.

The logic didn’t track. Running was a requirement in nearly every sport.

She cleared her throat.

“Did he use those words exactly?”

Aubrey blinked. “Yes—pretty much. Mom, we talked about this the other night.”

“Yes, I remember,” Vivian said calmly. “It’s also early in the season. Do you think you might be judging him a little quickly?”

Aubrey pressed her lips together. “No.”

Vivian folded her hands. “How often has he missed practices?”

The questions followed—dates, frequency, who was present, what had been said. The girls answered in pieces at first, then more clearly.

Serenity spoke only when needed.

When she did, it was precise—filling gaps rather than adding noise.

Vivian noted it.

When they finished, the room had settled.

“I appreciate you bringing this forward,” Vivian said. “I can’t act immediately, but I will have it reviewed.”

“So what does that mean?” Aubrey asked.

“It means I’ll speak with the athletic director,” Vivian said. “We’ll look into it properly.”

A pause.

“Mom, we need a new coach.”

“I hear you,” Vivian said. “But removing someone isn’t the first step. We address the issue. If there’s a problem, we correct it.”

A beat.

“It’s a process.”

Aubrey nodded, even if she didn’t like it.

“Then what are you going to do?”

“I’m taking this seriously,” Vivian said. “We may assign someone to observe practices. I’ll work it out with the athletic director.”

That seemed to settle it.

Aubrey stood. “Come on.”

Rachel followed, offering a quick, “Thank you.”

The door opened—

—but didn’t close.

“One sec,” Serenity said. “I’ll catch up.”

“Okay,” Aubrey called, already halfway down the hall.

Quiet again.

Vivian looked up.

Serenity stood just inside the room, one hand resting on the door.

Her hair was long and straight today, falling neatly past her shoulders. A light blue t-shirt, athletic shorts, sneakers—nothing remarkable, and yet there was something about the way she carried herself. Calm. Self-contained.

Her dark skin was smooth and radiant in a way that suggested care rather than effort.

There was a softness to her features—something almost angelic at first glance—but steadied by the way she held eye contact.

Vivian had known her for years. Through Aubrey. Around the house, at events. Always there, never drawing attention to herself.

A steady presence.

If anything, she was the reason Aubrey had managed to stay out of trouble as much as she had—helping with homework, driving her to school in the mornings.

Vivian waited.

“Miss Rose, is there something I can help you with?”

Serenity stepped forward.

“I… I heard about what happened. With Anna,” she said.

Simple.

Direct.

“I’m really sorry.”

For a moment, Vivian didn’t respond.

Not because she didn’t know what to say—

but because of who it was coming from.

“Thank you,” she said smoothly.

Serenity gave a small nod, like that was all she needed to say.

No lingering.

She turned, opening the door again.

“Thanks for listening to us today, Dean Walsh.”

Vivian nodded.

And then she was gone.

The room settled back into stillness.

Vivian reached for her pen again—but paused.

Did students know about her recent breakup? About the engagement that had been called off—five years quietly unraveling into nothing?

How would they?

No. It was only because she was her daughter’s best friend.

They’d likely talked about it in passing. Dinner. Conversation. Casual mention.

It made sense.

Still—

Her gaze drifted briefly to the closed door.

Something about the way Serenity had said it.

Not out of place.

Just… intentional.

Vivian exhaled lightly and returned to her work.

***

By the time Vivian pulled into the driveway, the light had already begun to soften—late afternoon slipping into evening.

The house sat the same as it always had—neat, quiet, intentional. From the outside, nothing had changed.

Inside—

that was different.

She unlocked the door and stepped in, setting her keys down in the same place she always had. Her bag followed, placed carefully on the chair near the entryway.

Everything was where it belonged.

Quieter than it should have been.

Vivian moved through the house with quiet efficiency. Blazer off. Sleeves rolled once. Shoes set neatly by the door.

The silence lingered.

Not uncomfortable. Present.

She paused briefly in the kitchen, then reached for a glass.

Wine. A small pour. Enough.

She leaned lightly against the counter for a moment before straightening again, carrying it into the living room.

The couch was still arranged the same way. The throw blanket folded neatly over the arm. The remote exactly where it should be.

Right.

Everything stayed the same when you lived alone. That’s how it was.

Aubrey was rarely at the house now—only when she’d had a disagreement with her roommate or during breaks.

And Anna was probably with her new girlfriend. It had been over a month since she’d called off the engagement, insisting she hadn’t cheated.

Then how had she moved on so quickly?

Vivian exhaled quietly, brushing a tear away.

No.

She wasn’t doing that again.

She sat, setting the glass down beside her before picking up the remote.

Her show resumed mid-episode—some popular hospital drama.

Familiar. Predictable.

Easy to follow without needing to think.

Vivian settled into it, one leg crossed over the other, posture still composed even here. She took a small sip of wine, eyes on the screen.

It was fine.

All of it was fine.

It had to be.

Her phone buzzed on the table beside her.

Vivian glanced at it, then reached for it after a beat.

Chelsea.

Her closest friend—the one who had, quietly and without making it a thing, chosen Vivian’s side after the breakup, despite having known Anna first.

She answered.

“Hello.”

“Hey. You alive over there?”

Vivian leaned back into the couch, the corner of her mouth barely shifting.

“I am, yes.”

“Mm. I was beginning to worry about you.”

A quiet exhale.

“You don’t need to worry about me. I’m doing alright.”

“How was work?”

That earned a small pause.

Vivian picked up her glass, taking a small sip before setting it back down.

“Full,” she said. “How about you?”

“About the same, actually,” Chelsea replied. “You still don’t want to come on the trip?”

Vivian didn’t respond right away. Her eyes stayed on the television, though she wasn’t really following it anymore.

New York. A couple of weekends away. A yearly trip.

She’d already said no.

“I’m not up for it, Chels,” she said finally.

“I know,” Chelsea said, softer now. “Okay. Then something smaller. Brunch this weekend?”

Another pause.

Vivian shifted slightly against the couch.

“Where were you thinking?”

“Oh, so that’s a yes,” Chelsea said lightly. “Good. My treat. We’ll go to that place by the water you like.”

Vivian’s gaze flicked briefly toward the window, then back to the screen.

She didn’t really want to go.

But—

a small, reluctant smile touched her lips.

“Fine. But just brunch. That’s it.”

“Just brunch,” Chelsea agreed easily. “We’ll take it one step at a time.”

“No,” Vivian said, calm but firm. “We’ll go out to eat. That’s it. No shopping. No sightseeing. No day drinking. I have an early morning Monday.”

“You have my word,” Chelsea said. “I won’t pressure you.”

A brief pause.

“Text me the time,” Vivian said.

Chelsea’s relief came through instantly. “I will. Look at you, being social.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

Chelsea laughed. “Alright. I’ll let you go. But seriously—call me if you need anything.”

“I will.”

They hung up.

The room settled again.

Vivian set her phone down beside her, picking up her glass instead. The show continued—voices filling the space, movement, dialogue. Something to occupy the silence.

She leaned back slightly, eyes on the screen.

It was fine.

Everything was fine.

She took another sip of wine, letting the sound of the television carry for a moment longer before she pushed herself to stand.

Routine.

Upstairs. Change. Reset.

She crossed the living room, already loosening the cuff of her sleeve—then slowed.

The piano sat along the far wall, exactly where it had always been.

Untouched.

Her gaze lingered, only briefly.

There had been a time when the house didn’t sound like this—when evenings filled themselves without effort, notes carrying from one room to the next, something practiced, something shared.

She could still remember the weight of it under her hands. The rhythm. The repetition. The way it used to come easily.

Vivian’s fingers flexed at her side.

Then stilled.

She exhaled quietly, controlled, and turned toward the stairs.

***

Vivian moved through the hallway at an even pace, nodding to a few familiar faces as she passed. A couple of students straightened when they noticed her. Others didn’t.

She slowed near one of the classrooms, glancing in as she went.

Aubrey sat near the middle, phone angled low in her lap, her attention very clearly not on the lesson.

Serenity sat beside her.

She looked up first.

Her eyes widened.

A small nudge under the desk.

Aubrey glanced up—

then immediately sat up straighter, her phone disappearing.

Vivian didn’t stop walking.

But as she passed the doorway, she lifted a finger—a quiet, unmistakable warning.

Aubrey pressed her lips together, already trying not to smile.

Serenity lowered her gaze again, something softer there—contained, but understood.

“Ah—Dean Walsh. Nice to see you,” the professor said, turning toward the door.

Vivian inclined her head once but didn’t step inside.

“Carry on.”

She continued down the hall, posture composed, greeting a passing faculty member with a brief smile.

Routine. Order. Presence.

Still—

for a moment, her attention drifted back.

Serenity had noticed immediately.

Before Aubrey did.

No hesitation. No confusion. Awareness. The kind that paid attention.

Vivian exhaled quietly.

If Aubrey could apply that same focus, she’d be in a very different position. Her grades had been slipping, and midterms were approaching.

Vivian’s expression remained neutral as she continued back to her office.


Chapter Three

Vivian moved through the upstairs hallway with steady efficiency, a cloth in one hand, a small basket of cleaning supplies balanced in the other. An elastic headband held her hair back.

The house was quiet.

Predictable.

Controlled.

Exactly how she preferred it.

Then—

voices.

Faint at first. Laughter, overlapping. Coming from downstairs.

Vivian paused.

Aubrey.

She hadn’t mentioned coming home.

Vivian set the basket down on the hallway table, smoothing a hand over the front of her shirt before heading for the stairs.

By the time she reached the bottom, the voices were clearer.

Aubrey stood near the kitchen island, leaning back against it like she owned the place. Serenity stood nearby, one hand resting lightly on the counter, posture relaxed but a little tense.

Vivian stepped fully into the room.

“What are you two doing here?” she asked—not sharp, just surprised. “You didn’t say you were coming over.”

Aubrey didn’t miss a beat.

“Yeah, I just missed my mom.”

Vivian gave her a look.

“Mm. Or you’re here for the pool.”

Aubrey grinned, already laughing. “Okay, fine. I’m here for the pool.”

“That sounds more accurate.”

“Mom, I’m here for the pool and for you,” Aubrey added quickly. “It’s both.”

Vivian let out a small laugh, shaking her head as she moved past them toward the kitchen.

“Of course it is.”

She set the cleaning supplies down near the sink, rinsing her hands briefly—the cool water grounding.

Behind her, the conversation carried easily—Aubrey filling the space, Serenity quieter, responding when needed.

Familiar.

Vivian reached for a towel, drying her hands before turning back—

and that was when she noticed it.

Serenity was watching her.

Their eyes met for a brief moment—focused, intent—before Serenity seemed to catch herself, her attention shifting away.

“How’s your mother doing, Serenity?” Vivian asked.

Serenity glanced down, a small breath catching before she answered.

“She’s good. She’s almost finished her master’s.”

“Happy to hear that.”

“Got any wild plans this weekend?” Aubrey asked, pushing off the counter.

“No,” Vivian said. “Just brunch on Sunday.”

She crossed to the fridge, pulling it open, the cool air brushing against her skin as she reached for a glass.

“Ooh, fun,” Aubrey teased.

Vivian added ice, the soft clink grounding.

“Aubrey, make sure your assignments are done before you go swimming,” she said, not looking back. “You don’t want to be academically dismissed.”

“That wouldn’t happen to me… would it?” Aubrey asked.

“Yes, it could,” Serenity replied, a quiet laugh threading through her voice.

“Mom!”

Vivian closed the fridge.

“You know I don’t play favorites, sweetie,” Vivian said. “Ask your brother.”

She stepped out of the room.

Aubrey’s voice carried after her—quick, animated—but Serenity’s faded beneath it, softer, harder to catch.

Still—

Vivian heard it.

Or maybe she noticed the absence of it.

By the time she reached the stairs, her thoughts had already shifted.

Not to Serenity.

To something else.

The way the comment had been delivered earlier that week.

The mention of the breakup—casual, but not careless.

Had it been discussed openly? Gossiped about?

She knew the faculty judged her—but the students?

The university prided itself on being progressive. Liberal. Accepting.

She was already the first openly gay dean in the university’s history.

And yet—

the anxiety lingered again.

Foolish. Like she was back in high school, newly dumped and convinced everyone was laughing at her.

Vivian moved into the bathroom, closing the door behind her with a quiet click.

You’re being absolutely ridiculous.

Steam gathered as she turned the water on, filling the tub with practiced precision.

She stepped out of her clothes, setting them aside neatly before lowering herself into the bath.

The heat settled around her—immediate, consuming.

Vivian exhaled slowly, her head tilting back against the edge.

It didn’t matter.

Her fingers moved beneath the water.

Then stilled.

***

Saturday morning came early and bright.

Vivian moved quietly through the house, more out of habit than necessity. The space was large enough that she rarely heard much of anything from the opposite wing, but she knew Aubrey well enough.

If she was home, she’d been up late.

Vivian had gone to bed early herself.

Takeout. An Italian sub and a bag of chips, eaten in her room, pages turning steadily beneath her fingers as she worked through a psychology text. She’d ordered the girls something as well, setting the bag on the small console table outside the pool room while they splashed in the water.

She moved into the kitchen, filling the kettle and setting it on the stove. The routine came easily.

She was dressed simply—an oversized t-shirt, leggings, fuzzy socks. Nothing structured. No need for it yet.

The house was quiet.

A little past six.

Tea in hand, Vivian moved through the first floor, a slow circuit she didn’t consciously think about anymore.

The shift hit as soon as she stepped into the pool room.

Aubrey had been there.

Clothes draped over a chair. A towel in a loose heap. An empty cup near the edge of the table.

Vivian exhaled softly.

She crossed the room, picking up the cup first, then the towel—folded once and set aside. The clothes followed, dropped into the hamper without pause.

Order, restored.

She sat at the edge of the pool, setting her tea beside her, then pulled her leggings up and dipped her legs into the water.

Cool.

Still.

Morning light filtered through the tall windows, soft and diffused, catching along the surface. The room held a quiet warmth—tile beneath her feet, the faint scent of chlorine, humidity softening the air.

A few plants near the windows leaned toward the light. They’d need watering soon.

The water barely moved.

Vivian watched it for a moment, letting the quiet settle.

Her phone buzzed.

She glanced down.

An email.

Work.

Her thumb hovered.

Weekends had always been off-limits.

Anna’s rule.

No work. No distractions. Time set aside, deliberately.

Vivian looked at the notification a second longer.

Anna wasn’t there anymore.

She opened it.

A moment passed.

Then another.

Vivian withdrew her feet from the water, drying them absently with a towel from the nearby stack.

She picked up her tea and left the room.

***

At the edges of the quiet, Vivian heard something.

Faint.

She assumed it was the girls—television, a video playing, the low drift of conversation.

She’d been in her office, reading through a set of reports she’d already made decisions on, when the sound reached her again.

Measured.

Careful.

Piano.

She didn’t move right away.

For a moment, she thought it might be memory. The kind that slipped in uninvited. But the notes continued—hesitant in places, then correcting, trying over. Real.

Vivian set her pen down.

By the time she reached the living room, she already knew who it would be.

Serenity sat at the bench, posture straight but not rigid, her hands moving with quiet intention across the keys. Not polished. Not practiced in the traditional sense. But deliberate.

Vivian paused in the doorway, watching.

Serenity missed a note—adjusted, continued. Her foot hovered uncertainly near the pedals, compensating in a way that made Vivian’s mouth press slightly at the corner.

She stepped inside.

Serenity startled.

Her hands slipped off the keys as she turned quickly, shoulders tightening before she caught herself.

“I—sorry.” She stood halfway, unsure. “I hope you don’t mind. Aubrey said it would be okay.”

Vivian’s gaze moved briefly to the piano, then back to her.

“It’s completely fine,” she said. “I haven’t played that in months.”

The words came easily. The thought that followed did not.

Not since Anna.

She let it pass without expression.

Instead, she stepped a little closer. “Where’s Aubrey?”

“Upstairs,” Serenity said, settling back slightly. “She’s taking a shower.”

Vivian nodded once, as if that explained everything. It did.

Her attention returned to the keys.

“You’re compensating for the sustain,” she said, matter-of-fact.

Serenity glanced down at her hands. “I didn’t realize.”

“I can show you how to fix it, if you want.” A pause. Then, in a softer tone: “May I?”

Serenity shifted immediately, making space without hesitation. “Of course.”

Vivian sat beside her.

The bench wasn’t small, but it wasn’t meant for distance either. Close enough that she was aware of the space between them. Close enough that it registered—quietly, without permission.

She placed her hands on the keys, pressing a simple chord, letting it settle.

“You’re holding it manually,” she said. “Which works, but—” her foot moved, pressing lightly down on the pedal, “—this will carry it for you.”

She demonstrated again. The same chord, but fuller now. Sustained.

Serenity watched closely. Not just the keys—Vivian noticed—but the movement. The coordination. The control.

She adjusted her position slightly. “Try.”

Serenity did.

The difference was immediate. The sound lingered, fuller than before. She paused, only for a second, like she hadn’t expected it.

Vivian nodded once. “Better.”

Serenity’s hands moved again, more confident now. Not perfect. But learning quickly.

That caught Vivian’s attention more than anything else.

She adapts quickly.

That, more than anything, held Vivian’s attention.

“Where did you learn?” Vivian asked.

Serenity hesitated. Then:

“I didn’t. Not really.”

Vivian’s gaze flicked to her.

Serenity kept her eyes on the keys. “I use the keyboards at school when I can.”

A pause.

Then, quieter:

“I remember you playing, though. When I was younger.”

Vivian stilled—not visibly, but enough.

Serenity continued, still measured, still calm.

“I used to sit downstairs sometimes. You had the windows open.”

The detail landed before Vivian could decide what to do with it.

“I wanted to learn something,” Serenity added. “Piano, maybe. Or violin. But my parents were already paying for a lot.”

Vivian leaned back, considering.

“You could have asked me.”

Serenity let out a small breath of a laugh, barely there.

“I don’t think I could have.”

Vivian dismissed it with a faint shift of her shoulder.

It was a clean explanation. Logical. Contained.

She accepted it.

Serenity didn’t correct her.

Instead, she played again.

A few notes—familiar, though not immediately placed. Something Vivian had played before. Not recently.

Her gaze sharpened.

“You’ve heard that before.”

Serenity’s fingers paused for a moment.

“Maybe.”

Vivian watched her more closely now.

Then reached out.

“Your hand—” she said lightly, adjusting the angle of Serenity’s wrist. Her fingers rested there a moment longer than necessary, guiding the motion.

“Relax here.”

Serenity did.

The contact lingered.

Not enough to be intentional. Not enough to name.

But long enough that Vivian became aware of it only after it had already happened.

She withdrew first.

Serenity didn’t react. Not outwardly.

But she didn’t pull away either.

Instead, she played the sequence again—cleaner this time. More controlled.

Vivian watched her hands.

Listened.

And for the first time, something about the moment didn’t sit entirely where it should have.

Not wrong.

Out of place.

She didn’t comment on it.

“Again,” she said instead, her voice even. “This time, don’t rush the transition.”

Serenity nodded.

And followed.

The notes came easier this time—smoother, carrying just a little longer. Not perfect, but close enough that the difference settled into the room.

Vivian watched.

Listened.

Didn’t interrupt.

For a moment, it stretched. Quiet, but not empty.

Then—

Serenity finished.

Her hands stilled on the keys before she let them fall back into her lap. She glanced down, then over at Vivian.

Waiting.

Vivian held her gaze a second longer than necessary.

“That was good,” she said. “Really good.”

Serenity smiled—quick, a little brighter than before.

“You can use it whenever you want,” Vivian added, already starting to stand.

“Okay.”

A beat.

Then, softer—

“Your hair looks good like that. Short.”

Vivian paused.

“You think?” A faint breath of a laugh. “It was getting annoying.”

Their eyes met again.

Something in the air tightened—subtle, but unmistakable.

Serenity’s lips parted, like she was about to say something—or waiting for Vivian to.

Silence.

And for a moment—Vivian noticed it.

The softness of her mouth.

The way her skin caught the light, warm, even. Close enough that it shouldn’t have registered at all—and yet it did.

Serenity had grown up.

Not in a way Vivian had marked.

Until now.

Vivian looked away first, her chest tightening.

She’s far too young for you.

“Uh—thanks again,” Serenity said, watching her go. “For showing me the pedals.”

“Any time.”

Vivian climbed the stairs, steady as always.

At the top, she paused.

Shook her head once.

A faint smirk followed, more to herself than anything.

You’re imagining it.

She admires you.

That’s all.

Vivian turned, continuing down the hall.

Easy to dismiss.

Not so easy to ignore.

The feeling lingered.

Familiar.

The sense of being watched—of being… chosen, if only for a moment.

It had been a while.

Vivian exhaled quietly.

Maybe it was time to start dating again.

The thought followed her into brunch the next day, carried quietly as she sat across from Chelsea on a breezy balcony.

She was talking—something about the shrimp—taking small bites from Vivian’s plate, already regretting her own order. Her auburn hair was pulled back in a low ponytail, a few loose strands catching in the breeze off the water. A light floral blouse, jean capris, ballet flats—easy, comfortable. Very Chelsea.

“Here,” Vivian said, laughing softly, switching their plates.

“Aw, you don’t have to do that.”

“I do.”

Chelsea didn’t argue.

They ate for a moment, the conversation settling into something easier.

Then—

“Hey,” Vivian said, almost casually. “How long do you think is too soon after a breakup to start dating again?”

Chelsea froze mid-bite.

“…Are you seeing someone?”

“No.”

“Are you talking about Anna?” Chelsea asked, her tone flattening. “Because you know how I feel about that.”

She tapped her nails lightly against the table, the rhythm a little too sharp.

Vivian exhaled, shaking her head.

“Not Anna. Just—” a small pause, searching for the right wording. “For myself. Ethically, I suppose. And for the other person involved.”

Chelsea leaned back, studying her.

“Ah. You’re worried about rebounding.”

“I guess, in a sense.”

“Well… it depends,” Chelsea said. “How long you were together, how it ended, whether you’ve actually processed it—or if you’re trying to fill space.”

Vivian nodded once, her gaze drifting briefly to the water beyond the railing.

Chelsea softened a little. “But honestly? You’re a free woman. I would’ve told you to start dating the day after she left.”

She laughed, covering her mouth.

Vivian let out a quiet breath, lifting her mimosa.

“You talked to her recently?”

Chelsea gave a small, knowing smile. “Not directly. But I could get a message to her, if you wanted. When you’re ready.”

“I feel like an idiot,” Vivian said, quieter now. “More than anything.”

Chelsea shook her head. “You didn’t see it coming because you’re not like that.”

“She said she wasn’t either.”

Chelsea huffed lightly. “Yeah. I don’t buy that.”

Vivian set her fork down, her gaze drifting past the railing.

Chelsea leaned forward, resting her hand lightly over hers.

“She’s the one who has to live with that. Not you.”

Vivian nodded once.

They drifted into something lighter after that—work, mutual friends, small things that didn’t require much of her.

Vivian responded when she needed to. Listened when she didn’t.

But her attention slipped.

Her fingers traced the rim of the glass before she took another sip, eyes unfocused for a moment.

Then back.

Present again.


Chapter Four

Vivian walked down the stairs toward the front doors, coffee in one hand, lunch tucked under her arm.

She reached for the handle—

The door swung open too fast.

A sharp gust of October air rushed in, crisp and dry, leaves skittering across the pavement outside.

Serenity stepped through at the same time.

They collided.

The coffee sloshed hard in the cup, tipping dangerously—

Vivian caught it in time, a drop spilling over onto her hand.

“—Sorry, I’m so—” Serenity stepped back immediately, eyes wide. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t see—are you okay?”

Vivian steadied the cup, adjusting her grip, her mind trying to catch up.

Serenity’s hair was pulled into a neat braid, thick and coiled, secured low at the nape. A few curls had slipped loose near her face, catching in the wind. She wore a denim jacket over a hoodie.

“It’s fine,” she said, calm, controlled. “No damage done.”

Serenity didn’t move right away.

Too close.

Closer than she should have been.

Her hand lifted—hovering near Vivian’s wrist, where the coffee had spilled—

then stopped.

“I really didn’t mean to—” she started again, breath catching.

Vivian shook her head once, dismissing it.

“You’re alright.”

A small pause.

Serenity nodded—but didn’t leave.

Didn’t step back.

Instead—

“Um… I was actually going to ask your opinion on something.” Her gaze flicked toward the parking lot. “But it looks like you’re heading to lunch.”

Vivian shifted her weight slightly.

“It’s no problem,” she said. A beat. “Would you like to sit?”

Serenity hesitated—like she hadn’t expected that.

“Sure.”

They moved to a nearby bench, half-covered in fallen leaves.

Close—but not quite touching.

The wind lifted again, catching the loose curls at the edge of Serenity’s braid. She smoothed them back absentmindedly, then stilled her hands in her lap.

“I was thinking about taking Professor Shapiro’s late-start piano class.”

Vivian’s expression shifted—subtle, immediate.

“That’s a fast-paced course.”

Serenity nodded quickly. “Yeah, I—I know.”

The space between them held, the earlier collision not fully settled.

A beat.

“But you could handle it.”

A faculty member passed nearby, offering a quick wave. Vivian returned it, lifting a hand briefly, shielding her eyes from the sun—

then looked back.

Serenity was still there.

Something in her expression softened, like the tension she’d been holding had finally found somewhere to land.

“You really think so?”

Vivian took a sip of her coffee, unhurried.

“Serenity, you’re balancing pre-med coursework, an extracurricular, and maintaining a 4.0.”

A pause.

“You’re doing exceptionally well.”

Silence.

The wind moved through again, quieter this time.

Serenity didn’t look away.

Not this time.

“Okay,” she said, softer now—but certain. “Then I’ll take it.”

Vivian inclined her head. “Let me know how it goes.”

“I will.”

Another pause.

Serenity’s fingers twisted together in her lap, tighter this time. She exhaled slowly, like she was trying to steady something that wasn’t cooperating.

“I practiced,” she added. “Yesterday. On the keyboard.”

Vivian’s gaze flicked back to her.

“It sounded better.”

A small breath.

“I think I needed someone to show me.”

Her voice dipped at the end—quieter than before.

The words lingered.

Serenity glanced away, toward the trees lining the lot, then back again.

Still there.

Still trying.

Vivian waited.

“Something else?” she asked, patient, direct.

Serenity looked back at her—

only for a second.

A small breath of a laugh slipped out, softer than it should’ve been. Not quite amused.

Her fingers tightened in her lap, then stilled.

Like she might say it.

Like she almost did.

Then—

a slight shake of her head.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “This is… a little difficult.”

Vivian nodded once.

“That’s alright. Take your time.”

A pause.

Serenity swallowed, gaze dropping briefly before lifting again.

“I think…” she started, then steadied.

“I think I might be a lesbian.”

Vivian felt it settle between them—

not surprising,

but heavier than it should have been.

“Okay,” she said after a moment. Simple. Warm. “Thank you for telling me.”

Serenity let out a small breath, like she’d been holding it.

“I don’t know how to tell my mom,” she admitted. “I’m not really sure how she feels about it. She’s… religious.”

Vivian’s expression softened—not pity, not surprise. Just understanding.

“Alright,” she said. “We can talk through that.”

A small pause.

“I have a class in ten minutes,” Serenity added, glancing toward the building—then back. “But… I needed to tell someone.”

Vivian studied her for a moment.

“Am I the first person you’ve told?”

Serenity hesitated, then shook her head. “Not exactly. I’ve… dated a little. But I never really labeled it.”

A breath.

“I think I’m starting to understand it now—and it—” she huffed a quiet, almost self-conscious laugh. “It fits.”

Her gaze lifted again, steadier this time.

“You’ve always been really open about it. I think that helped. More than you probably realize.”

Vivian’s mouth curved faintly. Not indulgent—warm.

“I’m glad it did.”

She shifted her coffee in her hand.

“How about this—you can stop by my office later, and we’ll talk through it properly. I can also connect you with some resources on campus if that would help.”

Serenity nodded quickly. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

“Good.”

A beat.

“Serenity,” Vivian added, her tone gentler now, “I’m really glad you told me. That’s not easy.”

Serenity nodded, a little more grounded now.

They both stood.

“You’re just… really easy to talk to,” Serenity said, almost quieter now. “When should I come by?”

“Any time my door is open,” Vivian said. “I’ll be there until five. Every day until the weekend.”

“Okay.” A small pause. “I might stop by.”

Vivian inclined her head once.

“Sounds like a plan.”

Serenity gave a small nod, then turned, already moving toward the building. The doors opened—a brief rush of noise spilling out before closing behind her again.

Vivian remained where she was for a moment longer, replaying the conversation in her mind—neat, ordered, as if it were recorded. The way she always did.

Then she exhaled, slow, controlled.

Of course.

That made sense.

Her grip adjusted around the coffee in her hand as she turned toward the parking lot, heels steady against the pavement.

That’s where it had been coming from.

The other day at the house—when Serenity played the piano.

The tension. The attention. The feeling she’d almost named and then dismissed.

Not misread—only misplaced.

A quiet huff of breath, almost amused.

Silly.

She’d been assigning meaning where there didn’t need to be any. Reading into something that, in reality, was far simpler.

Admiration. Recognition. A student looking for guidance.

That was all.

Vivian reached her car, unlocking it with a soft click. She paused just briefly before opening the door, her reflection catching faintly in the window.

Composed. As always.

She slid into the driver’s seat, setting her coffee in the holder, the thought already settling neatly into place.

Better, this way.

Cleaner.

She started the engine.

***

Vivian leaned closer to the mirror, adjusting the line of her eyeliner with a steady hand.

Not rushed.
Deliberate.

She paused, studying the result—then reached for the brush, softening the edge a touch.

It had been a while.

Not since Anna.

The thought settled without much reaction, filed where it belonged.

Her gaze shifted briefly, taking in the rest of it—the dress. Dark. Fitted. Clean lines. Nothing excessive. Only enough to feel intentional.

Her hair fell neatly around her shoulders, the ends curled, lifted in a way that looked effortless without being accidental.

Vivian straightened, smoothing a hand once over the front of the dress.

Hadn’t she said—more than once—how glad she was she’d never have to date again?

Now here she was.

Her heels clicked softly against the floor as she crossed into the living room, reaching for her bag.

She stopped.

Just for a moment.

The piano sat where it always had.

Still.

Untouched.

Vivian’s gaze lingered—then moved on.

She pulled her phone from her bag, opening the message thread.

A quick glance over the profile again.

Maureen.

Professional. Put-together. A couple of years younger. A researcher—something adjacent to academia. The kind of woman who made sense. The kind you could build something steady with. Talk to. Sit beside.

Vivian typed quickly.

Hey—leaving now. See you soon?

The reply came almost immediately.

Yes. I’ll be there.

Vivian slipped her phone away, grabbing her keys.

This was good.

Normal.

She stepped out into the evening.

***

The restaurant was softly lit—low conversation, the clink of glassware, something ambient threading through the background. Maureen was already there.

She stood as Vivian approached.

Tall. Polished. Her posture held an easy confidence, like she was accustomed to being noticed and didn’t need to try for it. Dark hair pulled back cleanly, sharp lines softened enough to feel approachable. Her voice, when she greeted her, was low—warm, with a husky edge that lingered just a little longer than expected.

“Vivian,” she said, offering a hand that turned into a brief, easy touch at her arm. “You look incredible.”

Vivian inclined her head. “Thank you. So do you.”

They sat, and conversation came easily—work, academia, research, shared frustrations that didn’t need much explanation. Maureen spoke with certainty—clear, direct, occasionally amused. The kind of person who knew what she thought and didn’t hesitate to say it. Vivian listened, responded, matched where needed.

It was… good. Good. It should have been more.

Maureen leaned back, one arm resting along the back of her chair, her attention steady. “You’re very… regal. Elegant,” she said, almost thoughtfully.

Vivian allowed a faint smile. “That’s kind of you to say.”

“I like it,” Maureen added. “Not everyone can carry themselves like that.”

Vivian held her gaze for a moment—then shifted, reaching for her glass. It wasn’t uncomfortable. There was a feeling that wouldn’t quite settle.

Her phone buzzed against the table.

She glanced down.

Aubrey.

A brief hesitation—then she picked it up. “Excuse me,” she said lightly, already standing. “It’s my daughter.”

She stepped a few paces away, heels soft against the floor. “Aubrey, is everything okay?”

Aubrey’s voice came quick. “Are you busy?”

Vivian glanced back toward the table—toward the woman waiting for her. A small pause. “Yes.”

A beat.

“Like—busy busy?”

Vivian exhaled quietly, lowering her voice. “I’m out right now.”

Another pause.

Then—“Oh.”

Aubrey’s tone shifted instantly. “Wait—are you on a date?”

Vivian didn’t answer right away. Didn’t deny it. “That’s not important right now,” she said instead, which was answer enough.

“Oh my god—I’m so sorry,” Aubrey rushed. “I didn’t know, I just—forget it, I’ll talk to you later.”

“Text me if it can wait. Call if it’s urgent.”

“It’s not. Go—get yourself a new woman.”

The line clicked.

Vivian stood there a moment longer than necessary, then turned back. Maureen watched her return, one brow lifting—not intrusive, only curious.

“Everything alright?”

“Yes,” Vivian said, settling back into her seat. “Nothing urgent.”

Maureen nodded once, accepting that easily, and dinner wound down without complication. It was pleasant. A little indulgent. When the check came, they split it without discussion.

Outside, the air had cooled, the streetlights casting a soft glow across the sidewalk. Maureen slipped her hands into the pockets of her coat, glancing over at her. “Wanna go get drinks somewhere?” she asked, casual—but assured, like she already knew the answer would be yes.

Vivian adjusted her bag slightly on her shoulder. “I actually have an early morning tomorrow.”

A small pause.

Maureen studied her briefly. Then a faint smile. “Another time, then.”

“Another time.”

They stood there a moment longer, no awkwardness, no tension. Maureen stepped in a little—close enough that it could have turned into something more.

But didn’t.

“Have a good night, Vivian.”

“You too.”

She watched her walk away—confident, steady, unbothered—then turned toward her own car.

She slipped inside, a quiet sense of satisfaction settling in—clean, uncomplicated. Acceptable. She started the engine and pulled out onto the road, her hands resting lightly on the wheel, posture as calm as ever.

It had been a good evening. Maureen was intelligent. Attractive. Easy to talk to. Someone she could respect. Someone she could probably be friends with. Not someone she wanted to melt against in the middle of the night.

Vivian’s gaze flicked briefly to the road ahead, the steady rhythm of streetlights passing overhead. There was no spark. Nothing that lingered. No pull. No weight. No sense of being… caught.

She exhaled quietly.

Maybe that was what normal felt like.

Maybe that was enough.

Her fingers tightened around the wheel—then relaxed.

And, uninvited, a different image surfaced.

A bench. A quiet voice.

I think I might be a lesbian.

Vivian didn’t let it become anything more.

But it lingered—

long enough to be noticed.

***

The conference room settled gradually—chairs shifting, papers gathered, low conversation threading through the space as faculty began to stand. Vivian remained at the head of the table, flipping through the last page of her notes as if she hadn’t already committed it to memory.

“Send me the revised proposal by Thursday,” she said, without looking up. “I don’t want another version that still needs editing.”

A brief pause.

“Of course,” someone answered.

She nodded once, closing the folder. “That’ll be all.”

Chairs slid back more quickly now. A few quiet thank-yous. One or two lingering questions redirected with efficiency. Vivian stepped away from the table, gathering her things in a single, practiced motion—no hesitation, no excess.

By the time she stepped into the hallway, the meeting had already begun to dissolve behind her—voices loosening, conversation breaking into smaller groups.

The corridor outside was full. A classroom had let out—students spilling into the hall in clusters, backpacks slung over shoulders, voices overlapping. Someone laughed too loudly. A phone rang. Papers shuffled.

The movement slowed as she passed.

Not abruptly. Not enough to call attention.

Just—

space adjusting.

A few students straightened. One stepped aside without thinking. Another lowered their voice mid-sentence.

Vivian moved through it without pause.

Her office door was already open, as she’d left it.

She stepped inside, her gaze drifting briefly to the window—taking in the campus—before rounding the desk. She set the folder down, easing a small amount of tension from her shoulders before sitting. The pen turned once between her fingers as she scanned the notes again.

Everything had gone as expected. Efficient. Productive.

Still—

something in her focus didn’t settle the way it usually did.

Her gaze lingered on the page a second too long.

Then she set the pen down.

A breath.

Controlled.

A knock on the doorframe.

Vivian’s head lifted. “Come in.”

Serenity Rose stepped into view, pausing just inside the frame.

“Hi,” she said, quieter than usual. “Dean Walsh, I can… come back?”

Vivian studied her for a moment, noticing it immediately—the shift. Something unsettled beneath the surface, even if Serenity was holding it together.

“No,” Vivian said, already standing. “It’s fine. You caught me after a meeting. Come in. Close the door.”

Serenity hesitated only briefly before stepping inside, reaching back to push the door shut behind her. The click felt louder than it should have.

Vivian moved around the desk, not sitting this time—choosing instead to lean lightly against the edge, arms crossing loosely. “Feel free to sit,” she said, gesturing toward the chairs in front of her.

Serenity sat, slipping her backpack off her shoulder and setting it beside her.

A small pause.

“Sorry it’s been a few days,” she said. “I’ve just been… busy.”

“It’s fine,” Vivian replied, nodding. “It was an open invitation.”

Serenity let out a long breath, like she’d been holding it all the way there.

“I came out to my mom. Yesterday.”

Vivian’s expression didn’t shift much—but her attention sharpened. “How did that go?”

Serenity gave a small, uncertain smile. She looked a little shaken—but not in a bad way.

“She seemed okay,” she said. “Just… overly curious, I guess. Like she was trying to be fine with it.”

Vivian nodded once, her expression softening—an invitation without pressure.

“It’s not weird that I told you, is it?” Serenity asked, quieter now. “I haven’t even told Aubrey.”

“No,” Vivian said, steady. “That’s not strange at all. You told someone you trust.”

Their eyes held.

A second too long.

Serenity nodded, her shoulders easing a fraction.

“I’m worried,” she went on. “If I come out at school… girls on the team might see me differently. Not in a good way.”

Vivian considered that for a moment. “Yeah,” she said. “That’s a real concern.”

A beat.

“It’s also a big step. You don’t have to do everything at once.”

Serenity nodded, absorbing that.

Then, quieter—

“Were you out in college?”

Her tone stayed even—but her attention didn’t waver this time.

Too direct. Too focused.

Vivian held her gaze for a moment—long enough to understand.

Not the question.

The way she had asked it.

“I wasn’t,” she said. “Only to close friends. I tried to convince myself I was interested in men. That’s how I met Aubrey’s father.”

The words settled—brief, matter-of-fact. No weight added. No invitation to linger.

“But there were a lot fewer resources then,” she continued, tone steady again. “You’re in school now. You live on campus. It’s one of the easiest places to meet people.”

She let that sit before continuing, practical as ever.

“There are groups, events, communities—you don’t have to figure it out on your own.”

Serenity nodded.

But slowly.

Like that wasn’t quite what she’d been asking.

Vivian felt it again—that quiet, steady attention.

Watching.

Not casually. Not the way students usually did.

Something more… interested.

It sat wrong.

She moved back around the desk and took her seat, the motion subtle but intentional.

A boundary.

Serenity cleared her throat.

Vivian rested her jaw lightly against her knuckles, elbow on the armrest, posture relaxed but guarded.

“Sometimes I think…” Serenity started, then paused, choosing her words. “It actually feels good to keep it private. Like—it’s mine. Something I get to decide.”

A small breath.

“So then it becomes this bigger question. Do I actually want to put myself out there like that? Or am I just… expected to?”

She glanced down briefly, then back up.

“Straight people don’t have to make some big announcement. They just live their lives.”

The room settled around the thought.

Vivian stayed silent.

She studied her instead—not the words, but the way she arrived at them. The structure. The restraint.

Careful. Intentional.

More thought than most.

A faint smile touched her lips.

“That would make an excellent argument for an essay.”

Serenity blinked—like she hadn’t expected that—then smiled, the intensity easing slightly.

“I guess I’ve gotten better at that,” she said. “Arguing things through.”

“A useful skill,” Vivian said. “You’ll have to let me read it sometime.”

“I’d like that.”

Their eyes met.

Held.

Just a second longer than necessary.

A knock at the door.

“Come in,” Vivian called.

A history professor appeared in the doorway. “I’m so sorry to interrupt—I can come back.”

“That’s alright,” Vivian said smoothly. “We were just finishing up.”

She stepped around the desk, closing the distance without hesitation.

Serenity stood, reaching for her bag.

“Good luck with the game tomorrow, Miss Rose,” Vivian said.

“Thank you,” Serenity replied, a small, easy smile returning.

For a moment, she lingered—long enough to register—then turned and stepped past her, out into the hallway.

The door remained open.

Vivian watched her go only briefly.

Then—

her attention lingered on the doorway.

On the space Serenity had just occupied.

The quiet settled back in—

slower than it should have.

Vivian straightened, fingers brushing lightly against her necklace.

Then she turned, shifting her focus.

“Now,” she said, already moving toward her desk again, “what can I help you with?”


Chapter Five

“Aubrey.”

Vivian’s voice carried enough to cut through the noise without rising above it. She stood just off the main corridor, a heavy, worn text resting in one hand—fingers curled easily around the spine as if the weight didn’t bother her. The deep green of her tailored suit caught the light from the tall windows, clean lines, precise fit. Minimal makeup. Minimal jewelry. Intentional in every detail.

She glanced at her watch, then looked up.

Aubrey slowed mid-step, glancing back at her before breaking off from the cluster of soccer players moving down the corridor. Laughter and chatter continued behind her, sneakers squeaking faintly against polished floors.

Vivian gestured once—subtle, practiced.

Walk with me.

Aubrey fell in beside her, a hint of attitude in the way she carried herself. “Yes, mother?”

The hallway stretched wide around them, framed in old marble—floors worn smooth from decades of passing footsteps, columns rising along the walls in pale stone veined with gray. Tall windows lined one side, letting in soft afternoon light that reflected off glass display cases filled with trophies, plaques, fragments of legacy. Students moved through the space in steady currents—voices echoing, backpacks shifting, the low hum of a university in motion.

Aubrey stood out in it.

Sweatpants, oversized hoodie, hair pulled into a loose top knot with soft wisps escaping around her face, still damp from practice.

Vivian’s gaze flicked over her briefly.

“Just checking in,” she said. “How did your exam go this morning?”

Aubrey hesitated. “I passed… barely.”

Her eyes dropped.

Vivian nodded once. “You passed. That’s a start. Next time we aim higher. B? A-?”

Aubrey shook her head, frustration tightening her voice. “No, I worked really hard. I can’t—” she exhaled sharply. “I can’t work harder than this.”

Vivian’s expression softened a little. “I know, sweetheart. That’s not always the solution. You need structure.”

A small pause.

“Have you considered tutoring? A peer mentor?”

Aubrey made a face. “Serenity’s better than a tutor.”

Vivian allowed the smallest flicker of acknowledgment. “I don’t doubt that. But Serenity has her own workload—classes, commitments. You could still benefit from additional support.”

Aubrey’s shoulders tightened. “Mom, I don’t want to be the person who needs tutoring.”

“Aubrey,” Vivian said calmly, “many students use tutoring. They just don’t advertise it. You can even do it virtually.”

Aubrey huffed, looking away. “Fine. I’ll think about it.”

They walked a few steps in silence.

Then—

“Listen to me,” Vivian said, quieter now. “You are doing well. I’m proud of you.”

Aubrey blinked, and her expression shifted—something more fragile breaking through.

“What you said… about academic dismissal,” she murmured. “That really messed me up.”

Vivian’s steps slowed.

“That’s why I called you,” Aubrey added. “The other night.”

Vivian exhaled softly. “I didn’t say that to scare you. I said it so you understand the reality of the situation. I won’t be able to intervene if your grades drop further.”

A beat.

“But you’re not there.”

Aubrey nodded, swallowing. “Yeah… I know.”

A pause.

Then, quieter—almost conspiratorial—

“How was your date?”

Vivian’s gaze shifted to her. “What?”

Aubrey leaned in, lowering her voice. “The date.”

A faint, controlled smile.

“It went well,” Vivian said. “Actually.”

Aubrey’s brows lifted. “Good well?”

Vivian considered that for a moment. “Good,” she said simply. “Why don’t you come by this week? Dinner. Or we could go out—shopping, something easy.”

Aubrey’s face brightened. “Yeah, that’d be fun.”

She glanced back toward the group she’d left. “I’ve gotta go though. What time are you getting to the game?”

Vivian didn’t miss a beat. “The same time I always do.”

Aubrey smiled. “Alright. See ya.”

“See you later, Aubrey.”

Aubrey turned, jogging lightly to catch up with her teammates, slipping easily back into the flow of them—voices, laughter, motion.

Vivian watched for a moment.

Then her gaze lifted.

Scanning.

Down the corridor. Across the marble expanse. Past the clusters of students moving between classes.

Looking—

not consciously,

but deliberately enough to notice when—

she didn’t see her.

Serenity wasn’t there.

Vivian held the space a moment longer than necessary—

then turned, continuing down the hall.

***

The library held a steady kind of hush—pages turning, the low hum of computers, footsteps softened by carpet and distance. Light filtered in through tall windows, diffused across rows of shelves and long wooden tables worn smooth at the edges.

Vivian approached the front desk, the weight of the book still balanced easily in her hand.

The librarian looked up. “Return?”

“Yes.”

Vivian slid the text across the counter. The stamp landed with a soft, final sound. Transaction complete. No pause, no conversation.

She turned, already scanning.

Not for anyone.

For something.

A section sign—earth sciences, toward the back.

She moved between the shelves, fingers brushing lightly along spines as she passed. Titles, authors, editions. Familiar rhythm. Intentional.

She slowed, pulling one free.

Geology. Structural formations.

She opened it briefly, eyes moving across the page—

and then stopped.

Through the narrow gap between shelves, a line of tables sat near the windows.

And there—

Serenity.

Seated alone.

A notebook lay open. A textbook beside it. A highlighter uncapped near her hand.

Serenity leaned slightly forward, one elbow on the table, fingers resting lightly at her temple as she read. Her hair was pulled into two neat braids today, headphones resting over her ears, a button-up layered over a light white turtleneck.

Focused.

Completely.

Vivian’s gaze lingered—

a beat longer than she realized.

She checked the time.

A couple of hours before the game.

And she was here.

Studying.

Not distracted. Not rushing.

Working.

Something about that settled differently.

Vivian shifted her grip on the book, closing it without looking back down at the page.

Serenity didn’t look up.

Didn’t notice.

Then the image resurfaced—Serenity in her office, the door closed.

It came back without warning.

You told someone you trust.

The way Serenity had looked at her.

Vivian’s fingers tightened on the book, her breath catching before she forced it even again.

She stepped back from the shelf, the space between them closing as the angle disappeared. Just rows of books. Just a library.

Nothing else.

She slid the text back into place, turned, and walked out the way she came—measured, unhurried.

But the feeling followed her.

Not distraction.

Not curiosity.

Something quieter.

Less defined.

She didn’t examine it.

Didn’t let it settle into anything more.

And carried it with her as she left.

***

The field stretched out below in clean lines of white and green, the late afternoon light settling evenly across the turf. A few early spectators dotted the stands, scattered and quiet—not yet a crowd.

Vivian took her usual seat. Center enough to see everything. Removed enough not to be part of it.

She set her bag beside her, crossing one leg over the other as her gaze moved briefly across the field—taking in positioning, movement, timing. Habit more than interest.

Her phone buzzed in her hand.

She glanced down.

Glow—the lesbian dating app.

A message.

From a name she recognized—someone she’d exchanged a few words with earlier in the week. The conversation had faded out naturally. No tension. No follow-up.

Until now.

Hey. Would you want to meet up sometime? Drinks maybe?

Vivian read it once.

Then again.

Reasonable.

She typed back without much hesitation.

Sure, that sounds nice.

The typing bubble appeared almost immediately.

Are you free tonight?

Vivian smiled faintly at that.

Direct. Efficient.

Her thumb hovered for a second, then moved.

I can’t tonight. Tomorrow?

She paused—long enough to consider whether she actually meant it.

She did.

Her attention flicked back to the field, then down again as another message came through.

Tomorrow works :) what time?

Vivian’s thumb shifted, already beginning—

“Aubrey!”

A voice called from somewhere further down the stands. Laughter followed. Movement.

Vivian looked up briefly, the rhythm of the space shifting as more people began to arrive, filling in rows, conversations layering over each other.

“Vivian?”

She turned.

Lauren stood a few steps away, a warm familiarity already in her expression.

Vivian lowered her phone. “Oh—Lauren. It’s nice to see you.”

Lauren stepped in beside her, adjusting the strap of her bag as she sat. “Or should I call you Dean Walsh?” she asked, a hint of a smile in her voice.

Vivian returned it, faint but genuine. “You know Vivian is fine.”

A light chill settled in the air, just enough to keep people in jackets. A breeze moved through the stands, catching loose papers, shifting hair, bringing with it the faint scent of grass and damp earth.

Lauren settled easily. She wore a tan jacket over a simple top, slacks pressed but relaxed enough for the setting. Her hair was pulled back into a neat bun of small braids, clean and practical. There was something immediately pleasant about her—open, steady, easy to talk to.

“I never know with you,” Lauren said lightly. “Sometimes I feel like I’m talking to a friend, sometimes I feel like I’m about to get called into your office.”

Vivian glanced at her. “Only if you’ve done something worth calling you in for.”

Lauren laughed softly. “Good to know.”

A small pause settled between them, comfortable.

“How have you been?” Vivian asked.

“Busy,” Lauren said. “I started my master’s program this semester.”

Vivian nodded once. “Yes—Serenity mentioned that.”

Lauren’s brows lifted slightly. “She did?”

“Briefly.”

Lauren smiled at that, something a little proud slipping through. “It’s been good. A lot of work, but… good work, you know?”

“I do,” Vivian said.

They watched the field as more players gathered near the sidelines, stretching, warming up, voices carrying faintly upward.

“How’s Serenity handling everything?” Vivian asked, tone casual, almost secondary to the moment.

Lauren glanced out toward the field. “She’s doing well. Keeps herself busy. Probably more than she needs to.”

Vivian’s gaze followed. Focused. Measured.

“She’s always been like that,” Lauren added. “Once she decides something matters, she… commits.”

Vivian nodded, but her attention drifted—back, briefly.

Elementary school. Aubrey smaller. Louder. Always gathering people—organizing sleepovers like events. Serenity among them sometimes, quieter even then. Observant. Polite.

She’d come over a handful of times. Not as often as the others.

Vivian remembered the living room scattered with blankets, the kitchen busier than usual, Ryan still in the house then—older, passing through with a kind of detached amusement at the noise.

It had felt—

full.

Easy.

Lauren and Stan would come by occasionally. Barbecues in the summer. Small gatherings that didn’t require much planning. Familiar faces. Conversations that picked up where they left off.

Normal.

Vivian exhaled lightly.

That had shifted somewhere along the way.

The girls had grown. The group thinned. Fewer sleepovers, more independence.

Serenity and Aubrey had remained.

Closer, if anything.

Vivian’s gaze returned fully to the present. “Sounds like her,” she said simply.

Lauren smiled, watching the field.

Vivian’s attention shifted—finding Aubrey easily as play resumed.

She had the ball.

Quick. Weaving cleanly between players, cutting angles with sharp, confident movement.

“Oh, she’s quick,” Lauren said.

A few people nearby clapped, voices lifting.

Aubrey pushed forward—

then—

contact.

Another player stepped in hard. A mistimed challenge. A leg catching where it shouldn’t.

Both went down.

Vivian’s posture stilled.

Aubrey pushed herself up first, brushing it off too quickly. She kicked her leg out once. Twice. Testing it.

A slight hitch.

Then she moved again.

Slower.

“It looks like Aubrey’s hurt,” Lauren said.

“Yeah,” Vivian replied, already watching more closely.

Aubrey kept playing.

But not the same.

Vivian leaned forward, attention narrowing. There was a hitch in her stride now—subtle, but consistent. Not enough to stop her. Enough to matter.

She didn’t come off the field.

No signal from the sideline. No substitution.

Vivian’s jaw set.

Aubrey pushed through another play, slower this time, favoring one side just enough to be seen if you were looking for it.

Vivian was.

Still, nothing.

A few minutes later, the whistle blew.

Halftime.

Lauren stood. “I’m going to run to the restroom.”

Vivian nodded, her focus still on the field.

Aubrey was walking now. Steady enough. But guarded.

Vivian rose from the bleachers, moving down the steps without hurry, eyes fixed on her.

By the time she reached the sideline, Aubrey had already turned toward her.

“Mom—I think I hurt my ankle.”

Her jaw was tight, words controlled—like she was holding something back.

Vivian stepped closer, her gaze dropping briefly to her footing. “Honey, I saw. Did you tell your coach?”

Aubrey shook her head quickly. “No. Mom, he’s mean. I told you—I can’t.”

“The assistant coach?”

Another shake. Tears forming now.

“Can you please go tell him?”

Vivian studied her for a moment. “Do you want to leave?”

Aubrey hesitated—then nodded. “I think I have to.”

“Alright.”

Vivian’s tone softened. “Let’s have you sit down first.”

She guided her toward the bench, a steady hand at her arm, making sure she settled.

“Stay here.”

Aubrey nodded, exhaling through her teeth.

Vivian straightened, then turned and walked toward the coach.

She approached without rushing, taking a steady breath.

There wasn’t a misunderstanding.

The assistant coach stood a few steps back, half-engaged with a clipboard. Coach Matthews remained near the center of the sideline, attention drifting between players, his brow set in a permanent, brooding line.

He glanced at her as she stopped in front of him.

“Coach Matthews.”

“Dean Walsh,” he replied, tone neutral but not warm.

Vivian held his gaze. “My daughter is injured.”

A brief pause.

He looked past her, out toward the field. “She seemed fine a minute ago.”

Vivian tilted her head. “Everyone in these stands saw her go down. Why wasn’t she checked on?”

A shift along the sideline.

Players nearby had gone quieter.

Watching.

The assistant coach straightened.

Matthews exhaled through his nose, a faint shake of his head. “She got back up. Kept playing.”

“That’s not the standard,” Vivian replied evenly.

A beat.

“Or it shouldn’t be.”

His expression tightened.

“You don’t have to like how I run my team.”

Vivian didn’t move. “I don’t like your tone.”

The words weren’t raised.

They didn’t need to be.

The space held.

Matthews met her gaze a second longer than necessary, then gave a small, dismissive shake of his head. “You don’t have to like my tone, Dean Walsh.”

Vivian’s expression didn’t change. “I’m taking her home. She won’t be returning to play today.”

A pause.

Then, quieter—

“We’ll be following up on this.”

That landed.

A few players exchanged quick glances.

One of them—just off to the side—

still watching.

Serenity.

Vivian didn’t look in her direction.

Didn’t acknowledge it.

But she was aware.

Her gaze passed over the group in a brief, deliberate sweep—taking in what it needed to—before she turned.


Chapter Six

“Mom, I told you,” Aubrey said as Vivian helped her through the parking lot toward the car.

“I know,” Vivian replied evenly. “I can admit I was wrong. I’m sorry.”

Aubrey huffed. “It only took your daughter getting injured for you to see that.”

Vivian paused at the passenger door, hand reaching for the handle. She looked at her—flat, steady.

“That’s not entirely true,” she said. “The injury was an accident.”

“That’s not the point,” Aubrey snapped. “It wouldn’t have happened if I wasn’t so nervous. He was—” she shook her head. “Just… watching. Not helping. It’s all connected.”

Vivian didn’t argue. She opened the door. “Sit. Let me look at your ankle.”

Aubrey huffed as she lowered herself into the seat, then flung a hand dramatically to her forehead. “Everyone will think the dean’s daughter truly took one for the team,” she said, mostly to no one. “Scars of a martyr—they’ll all say it in the papers.”

“Uh huh,” Vivian muttered, unfazed.

She crouched, helping ease off the shin guard, then turned Aubrey’s ankle gently, assessing.

“You may have bruised it,” she said. “But there’s some swelling.”

Aubrey groaned, leaning back into the seat. “God, this sucks. And what about my car?”

“You can get it tomorrow.”

“I’ll get a ticket.”

“I’ll pay the ticket, Aubrey.”

Vivian exhaled, quieter now, her gaze sweeping the parking lot, checking for anyone nearby. “He really is a piece of shit, isn’t he.”

Aubrey blinked—then laughed, clapping once. “There we go,” she said. “That’s what I like to hear.”

Vivian stood, shut the door, and moved around the car. The engine turned over smoothly.

“Alright,” she said, settling in. “We’ll go home. You sit on the couch, I’ll get ice.”

“Can you bring me to my place?” Aubrey asked, a trace of impatience in her voice.

Something in Vivian tightened—then eased. “Of course. But you’re icing that ankle.”

They pulled out onto the road, the conversation thinning into something quieter.

“Do you need groceries?” Vivian asked.

“No, I’ll order something.”

Vivian glanced at her briefly. “You were playing very well,” she said. “Before that.”

Aubrey looked over.

“Lauren and I were watching,” Vivian added. “You’ve improved a lot.”

Aubrey’s expression softened. “What if it’s broken?”

Vivian’s hands stayed steady on the wheel. “If you want, we can stop at a walk-in. Get an X-ray.”

“Maybe tomorrow.”

“Alright.”

The conversation eased after that—quieter, lighter. The kind that didn’t need to fill every space.

***

The house sat on the edge of campus—old, charming, shared. Lights glowed in a few windows, the low hum of other students carrying faintly from inside.

Vivian came around to Aubrey’s side, helping her out carefully. “Easy.”

“I’m fine,” Aubrey muttered—but leaned on her anyway.

They made their way inside. The space was typical—shoes near the door, a bag slung over a chair, the faint scent of something recently cooked. Lived-in, but not messy.

Aubrey gestured down the hall as they moved. “That one,” she whispered, nodding toward a closed door beside hers. “We’re hoping she moves out so Serenity can take the room upstairs.”

Vivian glanced at it briefly as they passed. “What’s the issue?”

“She stays up all night,” Aubrey said. “Loud. I can’t get any peace.”

“You can always stay at home,” Vivian said.

“I know.”

They stepped into Aubrey’s room. Vivian guided her to sit, then turned. “I’ll get ice.”

She moved toward the kitchen, passing the room she knew was Serenity’s.

She knew because they’d moved in on the same day—Aubrey loud and distracted, dropping things everywhere. Serenity quieter, focused, standing on a chair trying to hang string lights while Lauren moved boxes in and out. There had been a brief conversation in the hallway. Easy. Familiar.

Normal.

Vivian remembered Aubrey drifting in and out of the room, eventually settling on Serenity’s bed like she already belonged there.

Now—

the door was closed.

Still.

Nothing outwardly distinct.

Vivian paused—just for a second—then continued on toward the stairs.

Back in Aubrey’s room, she handed her the ice, helping position it. “Keep that on for at least twenty minutes.”

Aubrey nodded, wincing.

Vivian straightened. “Alright, honey. Call me if you need anything. Are you sure you don’t want me to pick up food?”

“No, Mom. I’m not hungry.”

“What will you be doing?”

“Probably just scrolling. Maybe studying later.”

Vivian nodded once. “I’ll see you in the morning. Text me if you want it looked at.”

Aubrey hesitated. “What are you going to do about Coach Matthews?”

Vivian met her gaze. “I’m going to handle it.”

Aubrey nodded. “Okay. I’ll come by the house tomorrow—do laundry or something. If I still have a foot, I mean.”

A faint smile touched Vivian’s lips.

She leaned down, wrapping her in a brief hug, pressing a kiss to her hair—something she’d always done.

“Okay, honey. If you still have a foot.”

Aubrey scoffed as Vivian pulled back. “You’re supposed to reassure me I’ll still have one.”

“You will,” Vivian said, glancing back. “You won’t lose it—not from this, at least.”

“Mom—come on,” Aubrey groaned.

“Have a good evening, sweetheart.”

“You too.”

Vivian stepped out, pulling the door gently closed behind her.

***

Morning settled into campus in layers—doors opening, voices overlapping, the low hum of movement threading through the halls.

Vivian moved through it without pause.

She’d called Aubrey earlier—sore, but walking. Mild swelling. Nothing sharp. Manageable.

Still, Vivian had told her to stay off it. Ice it properly. No unnecessary strain.

Aubrey had agreed.

Eventually.

The athletic offices sat off the main corridor, quieter than the rest of campus but no less active.

Vivian adjusted the sleeve of her gray suit as she approached, the fabric structured, precise—no room for distraction. Her heels sounded softly against the floor, measured, consistent.

She didn’t slow as she reached the open door.

Inside, the assistant coach stood near the desk, clipboard in hand—early twenties, alert, but unsure where to place herself. Coach Matthews leaned back near the far wall, arms loose at his sides, that same brooding set to his expression—like irritation was his default.

And seated at the desk—

the Athletic Director.

Waiting.

That changed the air.

“Good morning,” Vivian said, stepping fully into the room, offering a brief, perfunctory smile. She remained standing.

“My daughter sustained an injury during yesterday’s match,” she continued. “And based on what I observed—and what I’ve since been made aware of—there are concerns regarding player oversight.”

Matthews exhaled through his nose, glancing briefly toward the field visible through the window. “She got back up. Kept playing.”

“Yes,” Vivian said, her gaze steady. “Without evaluation.”

A beat.

“That’s not acceptable.”

The assistant coach shifted, her grip tightening on the clipboard.

Matthews crossed his arms. “You’re basing this on one play.”

“I’m not basing this on one play,” Vivian replied, calm, precise. “I’m addressing a pattern.”

Before he could respond, the Athletic Director spoke.

“We’ve had multiple complaints against you since the start of the season, Jacob.”

The room stilled.

“This isn’t new.”

The words settled heavier than anything Vivian had said.

Matthews’ jaw tightened. He looked between them now—recalculating.

“So what is it? You’re putting me on leave over this?”

Vivian didn’t move.

“I’m placing you on temporary administrative leave pending review,” she said, even and measured. “This is procedural.”

A pause.

Then—

“Effective immediately.”

The assistant coach straightened fully now, attention sharpening.

Vivian’s gaze shifted briefly toward her. “You’ll assume responsibilities in the interim.”

A flicker—surprise, then resolve.

Matthews let out a short breath, something close to a scoff but not quite.

There wasn’t much left to argue.

“If there are no further questions,” Vivian said, “I expect full cooperation.”

No one spoke.

Vivian gave a small, deliberate nod, then turned.

Her heels marked her exit, steady and unhurried as she stepped back into the hallway, the noise of campus folding around her again.

***

The hallway had thinned out—classes between blocks, doors closed, the noise of campus pushed further away, leaving only the occasional echo of footsteps and distant voices.

Vivian moved through it, already turning over the rest of her afternoon—emails to send, a meeting she’d pushed, and later—

the message from earlier.

Drinks.

She had a date.

“Dean Walsh.”

She stopped.

Turned.

Serenity stood a few steps back.

Waiting.

“Miss Rose.”

A small acknowledgment.

Serenity stepped closer, not quite closing the distance. “I was wondering if I could take you up on that offer,” she said. “To use your piano.”

Vivian considered her.

“The class starts next week,” Serenity added.

“Yes,” Vivian said. “That’s fine.”

A beat.

“Tonight?”

The question landed cleanly.

Direct.

Vivian felt it before she answered.

“Tonight would—”

She stopped.

The message. The plan.

“I won’t be home this evening,” she said instead.

Serenity nodded, a small shift in her posture—contained, but there.

“Tomorrow?” Vivian offered.

“That works.”

A quiet pause settled between them.

Vivian adjusted, as if the moment had lasted longer than intended. “Actually,” she said, “you could still come by tonight. Aubrey will be there—she’s planning to do laundry.”

The offer hung there.

Reasonable.

Structured.

Serenity met her gaze.

Held it—

just past comfortable.

“I can wait until tomorrow.”

Another pause.

“Alright,” Vivian said.

A small nod.

She stepped past her, continuing down the hall.

Serenity remained where she was for a moment, then turned the other way.

Vivian glanced back once before turning the corner, her pulse ticking up—something she chose not to examine.

Yet.

***

The bar was louder than Vivian preferred—not overwhelming, but enough that conversations had to sit closer, voices lowered just slightly to be heard. Warm lighting cast everything in amber, softening edges, making strangers look more familiar than they were.

Vivian stepped inside, adjusting to the shift in sound, in pace.

She spotted her almost immediately.

Jaeden stood near the bar, one elbow resting against the counter, posture relaxed but intentional. Dark hair pulled back, shoulders defined beneath a fitted top. There was a confidence in how she occupied space—unapologetic, a little bold.

And then—

she saw Vivian.

Something shifted.

Not dramatically. Not outwardly.

But it was there.

Her posture straightened. Her attention sharpened—like she’d locked onto something worth focusing on.

Jaeden pushed off the bar. “Vivian?”

“Yes.”

A quick, easy smile. “I’m Jaeden.”

They moved toward a small table near the side. Jaeden reached it first, pulling out the chair across from her without hesitation.

Vivian noticed. Noted it.

Sat.

“Thank you.”

“Of course.”

Jaeden took her seat, but her attention didn’t wander. It stayed—steady, interested, just this side of intense.

A server passed. Drinks were ordered.

Conversation came easily at first—work, the app, the usual surface exchanges. Jaeden spoke well. Confident, a little teasing, like she was always a step ahead of the conversation.

Vivian found herself relaxing into it.

But the question lingered.

Twenty-four.

Why is she interested in me?

She took a sip of her drink, warmth settling in—not enough to dull, enough to soften the edges. She studied her for a moment.

“I’m curious,” Vivian said, setting her glass down. “I don’t mean to be rude, but you realize I’ve just turned forty.”

Jaeden didn’t hesitate. “Right.”

A small lift of her brows. A smile that lingered.

“That doesn’t bother you? Our age difference.”

“Not at all,” Jaeden said. “I don’t really date younger than thirty-eight, so.”

Vivian tilted her head. “No?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

Jaeden leaned back a little, settling into it. “I just have a preference—for older, beautiful women.”

The words weren’t rushed.

Not thrown out.

Placed.

Vivian held her gaze.

“Hm.”

Older.

She wasn’t sure if that pleased her—or not.

Jaeden smiled like she’d expected that.

“You’ve never dated younger?” she asked.

Vivian didn’t answer immediately. She considered the question—the implications of it.

“No,” she said finally.

“Not even once?”

“No, I have not.”

Jaeden leaned forward slightly now, forearms resting lightly against the table.

“I promise,” she said, her voice lowering enough to cut through the noise around them, “you’ll like it.”

There was something almost playful in it—

but not entirely.

Vivian felt it.

Didn’t move away from it.

Didn’t lean in either.

Just—

allowed it to exist.

“You’re very sure of that,” Vivian said.

“I am. I can tell.”

A small smile pulled at the corner of her mouth.

“You don’t seem like someone who does things halfway.”

Vivian’s gaze didn’t shift. “No,” she said. “I don’t.”

Jaeden’s expression softened. Not less confident.

Warmer.

More focused.

Like the space between them had narrowed without either of them physically moving.

Vivian reached for her glass again, taking another measured sip. The noise of the bar continued around them, unchanged.

But the conversation—

had shifted.

“I should probably tell you…” Jaeden said, her voice lowering a fraction. “I’m not from here.”

“You’re not?” Vivian asked, setting her glass down.

Jaeden shook her head. “No. I’m only in town for a couple of days—work. Then I’m gone.”

Vivian nodded once. “I see.”

Jaeden leaned forward again, closer—not enough to intrude, just enough to change the distance.

“I don’t like wasting time,” she said. “Not when I know what I want.”

Vivian held her gaze.

“And what is that?”

Jaeden smiled.

“You.”

It wasn’t flippant.

Not exaggerated.

Direct.

Vivian felt it. The clarity of it. The lack of hesitation.

She didn’t look away.

“You’re very certain.”

“I am.”

A small pause.

Jaeden’s voice softened. “We could get out of here. Go somewhere quieter. Only if you want to.”

The phrasing was careful. Respectful.

But the intention sat clearly beneath it.

“I leave tomorrow,” she added. “So this is me… being honest about that.”

Vivian exhaled softly, considering her—the confidence, the ease, the way Jaeden had closed the space without forcing it.

“You’re very forward,” Vivian said.

Jaeden tilted her head, a quiet laugh slipping out. “Only when it feels worth it.”

That earned the smallest shift in Vivian’s expression.

Almost a smile.

Jaeden studied her—really studied her.

“You have the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen,” she said.

Vivian didn’t react immediately. “How many women have you said that to?”

Jaeden smiled, slow. “None that I can think of.”

Vivian let that sit.

Didn’t challenge it.

Didn’t accept it either.

She held it.

And smirked.

“We could leave,” Vivian said. Then, without breaking eye contact, she reached for Jaeden’s glass and slid it out of her hand. “But first, I need you to stop drinking that and let me get you some water.”

Jaeden let it happen, smiling as she leaned back, a little giddy now. “You would say that,” she said, rolling her eyes lightly. “You would. I knew it.”

“What?”

Jaeden tilted her head, studying her. “You’re the caring type.”

The emphasis was subtle—but deliberate.

Vivian raised an eyebrow. “I’m just making sure you don’t get sick. That’s not a type. That’s basic.”

Jaeden’s smile didn’t fade.

If anything—

it deepened.


Chapter Seven

The room was bright in the morning—not harsh, just clean. Light filtered through thin curtains, catching on glass, metal, the edges of things left slightly out of place.

Vivian was already dressed.

Hair dried. Styled. Refreshed.

The bathroom door stood open behind her, the faint trace of steam long since gone.

Jaeden slept on.

One arm stretched loosely across the bed, the sheet half-tangled around her waist. Completely still.

It had surprised Vivian—how deeply she slept.

She’d moved around the room without much concern for noise. It was already 10:30, after all—the shower, the dryer, rummaging through her bag.

Nothing.

At one point, she’d paused.

Watched her.

Only to be certain.

A quiet breath in.

Out.

Still there.

Heavy sleeper.

Vivian adjusted the cuff of her sleeve, her gaze drifting back once more.

Still.

For a moment, she let herself consider it.

Could this have lasted?

Fragments of the night surfaced—not in sequence, not clearly.

Just impressions.

Jaeden—responsive. Quick to follow direction. Attentive without needing to be corrected.

The way she’d softened under praise—visibly, almost instinctively.

“You’re listening so well,” Vivian had murmured.

Jaeden’s eyes—fixed on her, right above the line of her stomach, unwavering—like she knew exactly what she was doing.

And she had.

Then after, the way she’d leaned in, seeking closeness without hesitation as Vivian’s hand moved slowly along her back, a quiet kiss pressed to her forehead.

“Good girl.”

Jaeden had settled into her in the dark. Nuzzled.

Warm. Uncomplicated. Easy.

Vivian exhaled softly.

No.

The answer came just as easily.

Jaeden moved through the world lightly. From place to place. No intention of staying anywhere too long.

Vivian had built something here.

Structured. Rooted.

She had no interest in leaving it.

And beyond that—

there was nothing else.

No shared rhythm. No overlap beyond the immediate.

College is a scam, I’d never go.

Vivian had only tilted her head slightly at that, a quiet, dismissive click of her tongue.

It didn’t matter.

The night had been…

pleasant.

A little too warm.

She allowed that.

And was already ready to let it go.

Vivian stepped closer to the bed and crouched, reaching out to brush her fingers lightly against Jaeden’s shoulder.

“Jaeden.”

A small shift.

Then—

“Vivian?”

Her voice was thick with sleep.

Vivian gave the faintest hint of a smile. “You remembered my name.”

Jaeden blinked up at her, a slow smile forming. “Of course I did. I’m not going to just forget it.”

Vivian held her gaze for a moment, thinking—briefly—of how often she’d heard it the night before.

She didn’t linger there.

“I’m leaving.”

Jaeden pushed herself up, the sheet pulled loosely around her. “Already?”

“You’re a very heavy sleeper.”

Jaeden let out a quiet laugh. “Well, you wore me out.”

That earned a soft exhale from Vivian—almost amused.

She reached out, brushing her thumb once along Jaeden’s cheek. Brief. Unhesitating.

“It was nice meeting you.”

Jaeden’s expression softened as she caught her lower lip between her teeth. “You too.”

She reached for Vivian’s hand, pressing a light kiss to her knuckles before letting go.

Vivian stepped into the quiet hallway and left, already ordering a rideshare home.

***

The front door clicked open a short while later.

Vivian stepped inside, slipping her keys into the bowl by the entryway. She’d barely crossed the threshold when—

“Excuse me?”

Aubrey stood in the living room, arms loosely crossed but smiling wide.

“Where have you been?”

Vivian glanced at her, already moving toward the stairs. “Out.”

Aubrey’s smile only widened. “Mhm.”

Vivian let out a quiet laugh, not slowing, not explaining—leaving the question exactly where it was.

She continued up the stairs, already loosening the cuff of her sleeve. The house held that same quiet it always did in the mornings—settled, undisturbed, waiting to be put back into order.

By the time she reached the top, she had already moved on.

Clothes changed. Face rinsed. Hair pulled back just enough to keep it out of the way.

Routine.

She gathered what she needed without thinking—laundry from the chair, the edge of the bed, the bathroom floor where she’d left it the night before—and carried it down the hall.

The machines were quiet.

Vivian paused.

She stepped closer, opening the dryer.

Empty.

A small shift—barely there.

Of course.

She set her things down, loading the washer instead, hands moving with practiced efficiency. The cycle started, the low hum filling the space again.

By the time she stepped into the kitchen, Aubrey was already there—bag slung over her shoulder, keys in hand, halfway through a text.

“Leaving so soon?” Vivian asked, opening the fridge.

“Yeah,” Aubrey said, glancing up. “Going out with some friends later.”

Vivian reached for the water, pouring a glass. “Oh yeah? Who?”

“Tamara and Reese.”

A small pause.

Vivian took a sip, casual. “Oh. Serenity isn’t going?”

Aubrey shook her head. “No, she said she’s going to her mom’s for the night.”

Vivian nodded once. “Mm.”

She didn’t question it. Didn’t linger.

Set the glass down.

Aubrey shifted her weight, watching her now, something more curious settling in.

“So,” she said, dragging it out, “you need to tell me how your date went.”

Vivian glanced at her.

“I mean,” Aubrey added, smiling, “I know it must have gone somewhat well.”

Vivian crossed the kitchen, leaning lightly against the counter. “It was fun,” she said. “Just… light. And fun. Something I didn’t realize I needed, I suppose.”

Aubrey’s brows lifted. “What was she like?”

Vivian considered that for a moment. “Very smooth,” she said. “Charming. Clever.” A small pause. “And gorgeous.”

Aubrey grinned. “Will you see her again?”

Vivian shook her head. “No, I don’t think so.”

“Why not?”

A small shrug.

“She’s not from here. She’s from out west and… probably on her flight back now.”

“Oh, Mom. You could do long distance.”

Vivian let out a soft breath of a laugh. “Oh, honey. That’s not for me.”

Aubrey rolled her eyes, still smiling. “Alright, alright. I tried.”

She adjusted her bag, already stepping backward toward the door. “I’ll see you later.”

“Drive safely.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

The door opened—closed.

And just like that, the house shifted again.

Quieter.

Still.

Vivian stood there a moment longer than necessary before turning back to the kitchen.

She moved through the rest of the morning without urgency—laundry humming in the background, counters wiped, a book opened and set down again after only a few pages.

By late afternoon, she began prepping dinner—nothing complicated. Just something to have ready. Something to do with her hands.

The knife moved steadily against the cutting board.

Then—

her phone buzzed.

Vivian didn’t look at it right away.

Another slice.

Then she set the knife down, reaching for it.

A message.

Serenity: Hi Ms. Walsh. Still okay if I come over? Wanted to double check. It’s Serenity.

Vivian stilled—

for a second.

Her thumb hovered over the screen before she typed back.

Vivian: Yes, of course. I’ll be here.

The reply came quickly.

Serenity: Alright. I’ll be there at four?

A pause.

Vivian: That works.

Another.

Serenity: See you soon.

Vivian set the phone down slowly.

The kitchen felt quieter than it had a moment ago.

She gathered the leafy greens and shavings from the counter, tossing them into the food processor before returning to the cutting board.

Her hands rested there for a moment—

not moving.

Then, with a small exhale, she turned back to the counter and continued.

***

The doorbell rang.

Vivian finished drying her hands before moving, setting the towel neatly along the counter. The house had already settled into evening—lights low, the last of the daylight fading into a soft blue at the windows.

She crossed the room, wiping her hands lightly against the front of her sweater as she went. Soft tan, the fabric relaxed against her frame, paired with light slacks and worn-in leather loafers she hadn’t bothered to change out of.

Habit.

Nothing more than that.

She opened the door.

Serenity stood there, the cool October air slipping in around her. A red jacket, worn open over a white sweatshirt, denim easy and familiar. Her hair fell loose in soft waves, catching slightly at the ends as it settled against her shoulders.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Serenity’s gaze lifted first—not quick, not uncertain.

Just there.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi.”

Vivian stepped back, letting her in, aware—quietly, precisely—of the shift in the space as Serenity passed her. She closed the door.

“I wasn’t sure if four was too early,” Serenity said. “Or… too late?”

“It’s fine,” Vivian said. “I’ve been home.”

A small pause.

Serenity hadn’t moved far. Still close enough that Vivian could feel it—not contact, not proximity exactly.

Awareness.

Her attention remained there.

On her.

Vivian felt it before deciding what to do with it.

So she didn’t.

Her gaze shifted slightly—past her, toward the living room.

Toward the piano.

“You can use it as long as you’d like,” she said. “I’ll be upstairs for a bit.”

The explanation settled cleanly between them.

Serenity followed her gaze then, like she’d been reminded. “Okay.”

“I usually go to bed around nine,” Vivian added, her tone even.

Serenity smiled faintly. “Alright.”

“And I made dinner,” Vivian said, almost lightly. “If you’re interested.”

Serenity looked back at her.

That same attention.

“Thank you.”

Vivian inclined her head once, already turning away. “Help yourself.”

She moved up the stairs without looking back, her steps steady, controlled. By the time she reached her office, she had already picked up where she’d left off—lamp on, book open, posture settling into something familiar.

Routine.

A page turned.

Then another.

The first note came quietly—barely more than a touch against the air.

Vivian’s eyes didn’t lift.

Another followed. Then a sequence, uneven at first, searching for itself.

She read another line.

Serenity adjusted. Tried again.

Better.

Vivian’s attention slowed without her meaning it to. The words on the page lost their place, her eyes tracing them without taking them in.

A chord settled—carried this time, fuller than before.

She closed the book.

Set it aside.

And stood.

The sound drew her down without urgency, each step measured, unhurried. By the time she reached the doorway, Serenity was already playing again—more confident now, the rhythm holding.

Vivian paused there, watching.

Serenity didn’t notice.

Her posture had shifted—more relaxed now, but still precise. The lamp beside the piano cast a warm light across her hands, catching along the curve of her wrist as she moved, her fingers steadying into something more certain.

She missed a note—corrected it—continued.

Vivian stepped inside.

Closer than necessary.

“Your wrist.”

Serenity startled, her hands slipping from the keys as she turned. “I didn’t hear you come down.”

“You’re holding tension,” Vivian said, already beside her. “Here.”

She gestured—but didn’t step back.

Serenity shifted immediately, making space without thinking, her knee brushing lightly against Vivian’s as she turned toward her.

“May I?”

“Of course.”

Vivian sat.

Close enough that it changed the air between them—subtle, but unmistakable.

She reached for Serenity’s hand.

Not quickly.

Deliberate.

Her fingers closed around her wrist, guiding it, adjusting the angle. The contact was light, controlled—

but it lingered a fraction longer than necessary.

“Relax through here,” she said, her voice lower now, closer. “You’re compensating again.”

Serenity followed the movement without hesitation, her breath catching before evening out again.

Better.

Vivian felt it.

Didn’t acknowledge it.

Her thumb shifted once—barely—before she let her hand fall away.

“Try.”

Serenity played.

The difference settled into the room—subtle, but there. The notes carried more cleanly now, fuller, less restrained.

Vivian watched her hands.

Then her face.

Then back again.

“Again.”

Serenity did.

Cleaner this time.

When she finished, she didn’t look back right away.

Then—

she did.

“Like that?”

“Yes,” Vivian said.

A small pause.

“Like that.”

The moment lingered.

Vivian shifted first—enough to break it.

“Hungry?” she asked.

Serenity didn’t answer right away.

Her gaze stayed on Vivian—steady, unhurried—like she hadn’t felt the need to step back at all.

“Yeah,” she said after a moment. “I am.”

They moved into the kitchen without speaking much, the transition easy—on the surface.

Vivian kept her movements precise. Measured. Plates already set. Everything prepared earlier. Waiting.

She reached for them, setting one down, then the other.

Serenity didn’t drift off.

Didn’t create space.

She stayed close—just behind Vivian’s shoulder at first, then beside her.

Not touching.

Not quite.

But there.

Vivian was aware of it.

Of her presence. The way it didn’t shift. The way it settled.

She handed her a plate without looking directly at her.

“Thank you,” Serenity said, taking it—but not stepping away immediately.

Another second.

Then she moved.

They sat beside each other at the table.

Close enough that it would have been easier not to notice.

“Aubrey was here earlier,” Vivian said, reaching for her glass.

“I saw her back at the house,” Serenity replied. “She went out with her new boyfriend.”

“Did she?” Vivian glanced over. “I didn’t know she had a boyfriend.”

A small pause.

Serenity’s mouth curved. “She probably doesn’t want you to look him up. He goes to our school.”

Vivian let out a quiet laugh. “That would explain it.”

Serenity tilted her head slightly, watching her.

“You would, though. Wouldn’t you?”

Vivian glanced back. “Would what?”

“Look him up.”

Not teasing.

Not entirely.

Probably accurate.

Vivian held her gaze for a moment. “I like to be informed.”

“I know you do,” Serenity said.

Simple.

Certain.

A small pause settled between them—easy on the surface.

They kept talking—classes, the team, a professor Serenity liked more than she admitted. Vivian asked questions, and Serenity answered easily—clear, thoughtful, never filling space just to fill it.

It drifted like that for a while.

Comfortable.

Until—

“How was your date?”

Vivian stilled.

Not enough to be obvious.

But enough.

Her gaze shifted to Serenity, a faint smirk at the corner of her mouth. “Excuse me?”

Serenity didn’t look away.

“You had a date last night,” she said.

Not a question.

Vivian studied her, her smile fading. “How would you know that?”

A small pause.

Serenity’s expression didn’t change—just that same steady attention.

“I had a hunch,” she said. “From the hallway.”

A beat.

“I asked Aubrey. She said you did.”

Vivian held her gaze a moment longer.

Then—

she looked away, reaching for her glass.

“My date,” she said, her tone even again, “went fine.”

Serenity nodded, like that was enough.

But she didn’t look away.

A small pause.

“You won’t see her again?”

Not a question.

Vivian’s eyes flicked back to her, a faint smirk lingering at the corner of her mouth—controlled, almost amused. “No,” she said. “I don’t think so.”

Serenity held her gaze.

Another beat.

“I hope not.”

Her voice dropped—barely above a whisper, close enough that it didn’t quite belong to the room.

Their eyes locked.

Vivian felt it—sharp, immediate. A pull low in her chest, tightening before she could place it, before she could decide what to do with it.

She didn’t respond.

Didn’t challenge it.

Just… held.

Serenity shifted, her hand resting against the edge of the table. Close. Not touching.

“No?”

“I just don’t think you should,” she added, still calm, still measured.

Vivian’s gaze narrowed. “And why is that?”

A pause.

Serenity didn’t rush it.

“Because you wouldn’t,” she said, “if you had something better.”

The room stilled.

Vivian held her gaze, felt the space between them narrow without either of them moving.

“What do you mean by that?” she asked.

Serenity’s expression didn’t change.

“Would you… consider someone younger?”

Neither bold nor soft—

simply clear.

Her eyes flicked once toward the doorway, the quiet house, the absence of anyone else—then returned to Vivian’s.

Vivian’s breath caught—subtle, but there.

Heat rose, quick and unwelcome, settling under her skin before she could steady it. She felt it in her hands first—still resting against the table, fingers tightening slightly against the surface.

She wanted—

No.

She straightened, enough to regain control.

“Serenity…” she said, quieter now, more careful. “I can’t date students. I couldn’t date you. I can’t. I’m sorry.”

The words were clean.

Practiced.

But they didn’t land the way they were supposed to.

Vivian didn’t move.

Didn’t look away.

The weight of it settled between them—contained, but not resolved.

A breath.

Then—

Serenity’s gaze softened.

“You wouldn’t have to worry,” she said. “About Aubrey.”

That landed differently.

More precise.

More dangerous.

“I wouldn’t tell her anything. Nothing.”

Vivian watched her.

Really watched her.

Measured the certainty in it—the steadiness, the lack of hesitation.

Serenity didn’t shift under it.

Didn’t soften it.

Just let it sit between them—close, contained, impossible to ignore.

Vivian leaned her elbow on the table, her jaw resting lightly against her knuckles, her gaze never leaving Serenity’s face.

Serenity didn’t move.

Didn’t rush.

The space between them tightened—slowly, almost imperceptibly—until it felt like something held there, waiting.

“I only want to hear that there is something here,” Serenity said, her voice lower now, drawn in—like it belonged only to the space between them. “Because I think there is.”

A breath.

“If there’s not… I’ll leave. And we can pretend this didn’t happen.”

“Something?” Vivian asked.

Her voice came out softer than she intended.

“Yes.”

A pause.

“Vivian… I think you have feelings for me.”

Vivian’s lips pressed together, the faintest shift.

“Hm.”

Serenity didn’t look away.

Didn’t let her.

“I have feelings for you,” she said. “Very strong feelings.”

Another beat.

“I have for a long time.”

The words settled—slow, deliberate.

Vivian felt them land—in her chest first, tight and immediate, then lower, something warmer, less contained.

“Why now?” she asked.

“Because you’re single,” Serenity said. “And I might not get another opportunity like this.”

Vivian drew in a sharper breath than she meant to.

It showed—just enough.

“Serenity,” she said, more carefully now, “I’ve known you almost your whole life. This is wrong on so many levels.”

“No, it isn’t.”

The answer came without force—

only certainty.

“I’m an adult.”

“Both things can be true.”

Serenity shifted then—finally.

Her chair moved closer.

Slow.

Deliberate.

Close enough now that the space between them changed again—smaller, warmer, harder to ignore.

“The thing is…” she said, her voice quieter still, “you haven’t told me that you don’t have feelings for me.”

A pause.

“You’re skirting around it.”

Vivian’s gaze moved over her face—slow, unhurried, taking her in in a way she hadn’t allowed herself to before.

“Of course I am,” she said.

Serenity held her there.

“You don’t have to.”

“Yes, I do.”

Serenity didn’t move.

If anything, she leaned in a fraction, her voice lowering, not hesitant—contained.

“I like the way you correct me,” she whispered.

Vivian stilled.

Serenity held her gaze.

“The piano,” she added, quieter. “The way you notice things I don’t.”

A small pause.

“You don’t rush it.”

Vivian’s fingers pressed once against the edge of the table.

Serenity saw it.

And when you do touch,” she continued, softer now, “it’s… intentional.”

The air shifted.

Not sudden.

Tenser.

“I want that,” she said.

Simple.

Clear.

Vivian’s breath caught—barely there, but enough that she felt it.

“I want you to show me things,” Serenity added, her voice barely above a whisper. “Properly.”

The word settled between them.

Heavy.

Vivian’s gaze dropped—

only for a second—

to her mouth.

Then back.

Too close.

She could feel the warmth of her now, the space between them reduced to something thin, fragile.

Serenity didn’t move away.

Didn’t fill the silence.

She waited.

Like she knew exactly where this was going.

Vivian’s hand shifted again against the table, tension building—controlled, contained—

until it wasn’t.

She pushed back from the table.

The chair scraped softly against the floor.

“Serenity—”

Her voice came out lower than she intended.

Not sharp.

Not steady either.

She stood.

Creating space—

but not enough to undo it.

“I know what you’re worried about,” Serenity said, standing, stepping closer. “About it getting out. At school.”

A small pause.

“I’d never let that happen. I know what people would think of me if it did.”

Her voice stayed even.

“I’d be protecting my reputation the same as you.”

Serenity came to stand in front of her.

Close.

“I can’t entertain this,” Vivian said.

“Sure you can,” Serenity replied. “What’s to entertain?”

A beat.

Then, softer—

“It could happen only once.”

The words settled between them.

Clean.

Deliberate.

“Just this once,” she added. “And then it doesn’t have to happen again.”

Vivian exhaled slowly.

Not agreement.

Not refusal.

A sort of loosening.

Serenity didn’t move away.

Didn’t rush.

Her hand lifted instead—slow, giving Vivian time to stop her.

She didn’t.

Serenity took Vivian’s hand gently, turning it enough to guide it upward.

Placed it against her cheek.

Warm.

Still.

Vivian felt it immediately—the softness of her skin, the steady presence of her, the way she didn’t flinch or second-guess it.

Something in her caught.

Held.

Her fingers shifted, brushing along Serenity’s cheek before settling at her jaw, then lower, drifting to her shoulder.

Not pulling her closer.

Not yet.

Just—

there.

Serenity’s breath changed.

Barely.

Vivian saw it.

Felt it.

And this time—

she didn’t step back.

She moved in.

Slow.

Measured.

Like she could still stop it if she chose to.

She didn’t.

Their lips met—light at first, almost tentative.

A pause inside it.

Then—

enough pressure to make it real.

Unrushed.

Certain.

Right.

Vivian’s hand steadied against her shoulder, holding her there a second longer than necessary.

Then she pulled back.

Not far.

Just enough to look at her.

Her breath quieter now.

Controlled—

but not the same.

Serenity looked up at her, lips parting slightly as she dragged her tongue across them. Her hands smoothed over Vivian’s chest—slow, deliberate—before sliding up, settling behind her neck.

Vivian’s hands came to her hips, one shifting higher, her thumb brushing once over Serenity’s lip.

“We shouldn’t,” Vivian said, looking down at her, a smirk forming despite it.

“Little too late for that.”

“No, it isn’t.”

Vivian smiled.

Serenity pulled her down again.

This time, the kiss didn’t hesitate.

Deeper. Warmer. The space between them closing completely, whatever distance had been there dissolving into something immediate, undeniable.

Vivian’s hand slid behind her head, fingers threading lightly into her hair, the other settling at the small of her back, drawing her in.

Serenity let out a soft sound against her mouth—quiet, but enough.

That was it.

The shift.

The restraint didn’t break—

it stopped holding.

For a second—

it was enough.

The warmth of her.

The way Serenity stayed exactly where she was, like she trusted it—trusted her—not to pull away.

Vivian felt it.

That quiet offering.

That lack of hesitation.

Her hand remained at the small of her back—

steady, unmoving.

There.

Serenity’s breath brushed her lips again—softer this time, closer.

Like she might lean in.

Like she was waiting to see if Vivian would.

Vivian’s fingers shifted slightly against her back.

A pause.

Then—

she stepped back.

Gradual.

Subtle.

Enough to break the line between them.

The space returned all at once.

Small—

but undeniable.

Serenity stilled.

Her hands slipped from Vivian’s shoulders—not dropped, carefully lowered, like she understood before anything had to be said.

Vivian exhaled slowly, her gaze shifting for a moment—not avoiding, just recalibrating.

“That—” she started, then stopped.

A faint smile followed, softer now. Not teasing.

Measured.

“We’re not doing that again, Serenity.”

It wasn’t cold.

It was too controlled to be anything but intentional.

Serenity watched her carefully, trying to read what hadn’t been said.

“Okay,” she said after a second.

Simple.

No push.

No question.

That, more than anything, made something in Vivian tighten.

Serenity glanced toward the hallway, then back to her, like she might say something else.

Didn’t.

“I should go,” she said, quieter now.

Vivian nodded once. “Probably for the best.”

Still calm. Still composed.

Like nothing had shifted.

Like everything was exactly where it had been before.

Serenity hesitated—only a fraction.

Then turned.

By the time she reached the doorway, Vivian was already moving again—reaching for a glass, adjusting something on the counter, her posture settling back into something familiar.

Controlled.

Predictable.

Safe.

The door opened.

Closed.

Silence.

Vivian stood there for a moment longer than necessary, the glass in her hand untouched.

Her thumb brushed once along the rim—slow, absent.

Then stilled.

She exhaled.

Shook her head lightly to herself.

“Ridiculous.”

Quiet.

Final.

And yet—

her gaze drifted, briefly, to where Serenity had been standing.


Chapter Eight

Vivian was already up.

The coffee had gone untouched, cooling where she’d left it on the counter while she moved through the start of her day—laundry folded and set aside, the iron warming on the board.

She worked without thinking, sleeve smoothed, collar adjusted, a clean line pressed into place. Another shirt. The motion steady, practiced—the kind that didn’t require attention.

Until—

it did.

Her hand slowed, the iron hovering just above the fabric before she set it down.

The memory didn’t arrive cleanly. It came in pieces. Serenity’s voice, quieter than it had been. The way she’d stepped closer.

“I want you to show me things.”

Vivian inhaled sharply, the sound louder than she expected in the quiet kitchen, her hand coming up to cover her mouth.

“Oh—fuck.”

The word slipped out low, contained.

What have I done.

She stood there a moment, staring at nothing in particular, the shape of the morning holding around her before—

“No.”

She dropped her hand, reaching for the shirt again.

No. We can’t do that again. No—no.

The words came quicker now, something to set in place as she dragged the iron across the fabric, slower this time, deliberate, smoothing the line into something controlled.

It was a mistake. A lapse. That’s all.

Her jaw tightened.

It won’t happen again.

She set the shirt aside, reaching for another, the motion returning—almost.

Lauren’s face surfaced without warning.

Not distant.

Recent.

The sideline. Only days ago. The game. The two of them sitting side by side like they always had, easy conversation, familiar in a way that hadn’t changed in years.

They’d known each other since the girls were little. Elementary school. Sleepovers. Carpools. Birthday parties.

Serenity, younger—running across a yard, calling back to Aubrey.

Vivian stilled again.

The iron hissed faintly where it rested.

She had just seen her mother. Sat next to her. Spoken to her.

“Jesus.”

Quieter this time. More measured.

She pressed the next shirt harder than necessary, flattening it into place.

It was done. Over. Contained.

Her phone buzzed on the counter.

Vivian glanced at it.

Glow.

A message.

She didn’t reach for it. Didn’t move at all for a second—then turned back to the board, another pass of the iron, another shirt, the day moving forward whether she engaged with it or not.

Her phone buzzed again.

This time she picked it up.

Aubrey.

Aubrey: Can you take me to get groceries?

Vivian glanced at the time, then back at the message as another followed.

And maybe help me out a little? I’m low on everything.

A small exhale through her nose.

Vivian: I thought you didn’t want to go.

A pause.

Aubrey: I changed my mind.

Vivian looked at the screen a moment longer before setting the phone down.

Vivian: Give me twenty minutes.

***

The store was quiet, early enough that the aisles hadn’t filled in yet, the overhead lights too bright, everything cleanly arranged.

Vivian pushed the cart while Aubrey moved ahead, dropping things in without much thought—milk, eggs, something frozen.

They moved easily like that.

Familiar.

“Can we get two of those?” Aubrey asked, tossing a box into the cart.

Vivian glanced down. “Two?”

“Yeah,” Aubrey said. “Serenity really likes them.”

A small pause.

Vivian reached for another without comment.

“Of course.”

They moved on, nothing else said about it—

but it stayed with her, quiet, persistent, all the way through checkout, through the drive home, still there as the bags were unpacked and the kitchen returned to order piece by piece.

Vivian stood at the counter, hands resting lightly against the surface, still.

It won’t happen again.

The thought came easily now.

Practiced.

She let it settle there, didn’t push it further, didn’t test it.

Held it.

And for a moment—

it was enough.

***

“Dean Walsh.”

Vivian looked up.

Serenity stood a few steps down the hallway, a bag slung over one shoulder, her posture easy—held together in a way that didn’t quite read as casual.

“Miss Rose.”

Serenity stepped closer—not too close.

“Thank you,” she said. “For the piano lesson.”

The words landed clean.

Too clean.

“You’re welcome,” Vivian replied. “I hope your piano class goes well.”

“I hope so, too,” Serenity said, softer than before—not uncertain, only measured.

Vivian noticed it. The difference.

Serenity held her gaze for a moment—then looked away first this time, her fingers adjusting lightly on the strap of her bag.

“I was thinking about what you said,” she added. “About the sustain.”

Vivian nodded once. “It’s coordination. It comes with repetition.”

“Right.”

Serenity drew a small breath, shifting her weight like she was deciding whether to say something else.

Then—

“Do you think I should get help with it?” she asked. “Outside of class, I mean.”

Vivian didn’t answer immediately. Her posture remained easy, poised—but her attention sharpened.

“There are tutors available through the department,” she said after a beat. “That would probably be the best route.”

The words were neutral. Professional. Deliberate.

Serenity’s gaze flicked back to her, searching—not pushing.

“Probably,” she echoed, a faint smile touching her mouth. Not quite playful. Not quite gone, either.

“Do you have a class to get to?” Vivian asked.

“In about fifteen minutes.”

“Well,” Vivian said, shifting slightly, “I won’t keep you.”

Serenity nodded. “It was nice talking with you, Miss Rose.”

“You too, Dean Walsh.”

She turned, taking a step—

then hesitated, like something almost pulled her back.

But it didn’t.

She kept walking.

Vivian watched her go a second longer than necessary before turning away, composed as always—and yet she paused, just briefly, adjusting her sleeve, though nothing needed fixing.
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