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		Chapter 1

		

		The last box was the kitchen. Always the kitchen.

		I stood in the middle of a room I did not yet recognize, surrounded by cardboard, and peeled tape off a box marked FRAGILE in David's handwriting. His capital letters were too neat. That was something I used to find charming about him. The precision. The way he labeled everything. Even, eventually, me.

		Wife. Mother. Not enough.

		I pulled out the wine glasses first because priorities matter, and poured myself a rosé from the bottle I'd picked up at the gas station outside Tillamook. It was warm. I didn't care. I drank it standing at the counter with the window cracked open and the Pacific air rolling through the screen, and I thought about the fact that I was thirty six years old and starting over in a town where I knew exactly nobody.

		The cottage was good, though. I'll give the realtor that much. A 1920s craftsman with original woodwork and a porch that wrapped around two sides and a view of Haystack Rock if you leaned far enough off the back railing. Three bedrooms. One for me, one for Lily, one that would become my home office because the new job came with the kind of title that meant working at nine p.m. on a Tuesday.

		Director of Brand Strategy. Lofgren & Associates. The Portland office, but they'd agreed to let me work remote three days a week because the creative director, a woman named Pam who wore reading glasses on a chain and said "fuckery" in meetings, had taken one look at my portfolio and said: I don't care if you work from a canoe. You're hired.

		So. Cannon Beach. Population 1,700 and change, plus two Johnsons.

		I rinsed a glass properly and poured again. Better this time. Cold from the fridge I'd managed to get running that morning. I leaned against the counter and looked at the boxes and the bare walls and the hooks where pictures would go and the life I was supposed to be building here, and I thought about David.

		Not with longing. I want to be clear about that. I thought about David the way you think about a car accident you walked away from. With a strange, detached fascination. How did that happen. How did I not see it. How am I standing here.

		Fourteen months. Fourteen months since he'd sat across from me at our kitchen table in Sacramento with his hands folded on the placemat I'd bought at a craft fair in Napa and told me he'd met someone. A woman in Phoenix. Megan. She was twenty nine. She worked in pharmaceutical sales. She made him, and I swear to God these were his exact words, feel something.

		I'd stared at him across the table and thought: what does that mean? Feel something? Feel what? We'd been married for sixteen years. We had a daughter. We had a mortgage and a labradoodle and a shared Netflix queue. Were those not feelings? Was all of that just furniture to him?

		He'd cried. I hadn't. That had surprised us both.

		The divorce was clean because David was an accountant and accountants don't leave messes. He took the dog. I took Lily. He moved to Phoenix with Megan, who I'd looked up on LinkedIn once and then closed the laptop and gone for a run. She had a very symmetrical face and a certification in something called "neuro linguistic programming." I did not know what that was and I did not want to know.

		The thing that bothered me, the thing that kept me up at three in the morning sometimes, wasn't that he'd left. It was that I hadn't fought him. Not once. He'd said I'm leaving and I'd said okay and we'd divided up the flatware and that was that. Sixteen years. And my overwhelming emotion, when I was honest with myself, was relief.

		What did that make me?

		I finished the wine and washed the glass and dried it and put it in the cupboard. First glass in the new cupboard. Something about that felt ceremonial. I closed the cupboard door and listened to the house settle around me.

		Upstairs, Lily was asleep. I'd checked on her twenty minutes ago. She was curled on her side on a mattress on the floor because we hadn't assembled the bed frame yet, her orange cat Winston pressed against her stomach, her dark hair fanned out on the pillow. She was eighteen. She'd start her senior year at Cannon Beach High in five days. She'd fought me on the move for three weeks and then gone quiet, which was worse, and then one night over pizza she'd said, very carefully: I think maybe it will be good, Mom. To be somewhere new. Where nobody knows us.

		My daughter. My quiet, brilliant, anxious daughter, who read Donna Tartt novels and kept a journal and had exactly two friends in Sacramento, both of whom she communicated with primarily through text. Who had inherited my face and David's temperament and neither of our confidence. Who was the reason I'd taken this job, the reason I'd moved, the reason I did most things.

		I turned off the kitchen light. Tomorrow was orientation at the high school. Tomorrow I would walk into a building full of strangers and enroll my daughter and smile at people and pretend to be the kind of woman who had her life together. The kind of woman who moved across the state for a promotion, not because her ex husband's departure had hollowed out every room in her old house until she couldn't breathe in any of them.

		Tomorrow.

		I went upstairs and brushed my teeth and got into bed. The sheets were new. They still smelled like the plastic packaging. I lay there in the dark listening to the ocean, which you could hear if the wind was right, a low constant wash of sound that was nothing like Sacramento and everything like starting over.

		I slept. Badly, but I slept.

		The alarm went off at six thirty and I lay there for a full minute staring at the ceiling, which had a crack running diagonally from the light fixture to the corner. The crack looked like a river on a map. I traced it with my eyes and thought about the day ahead and then I got up.

		The mirror in the hallway was the first thing I'd hung. Vanity, maybe. Or practicality. You need a mirror when you're getting ready. You need to see yourself clearly before you walk into a room full of people who will form an opinion about you in seven seconds.

		I showered and dried my hair straight and stood in front of the closet in my towel and considered my options. This was not a regular morning. This was the morning I walked into Cannon Beach High School and enrolled Lily Johnson, and the morning the administrative staff would look at me and decide whether I was a woman they wanted to help.

		I chose the cream blouse. Fitted, silk blend, good fabric. Two buttons undone because three looked desperate and one looked like a nun. The pencil skirt, charcoal, that hit just above the knee. Low nude heels because the school had concrete floors and I valued my ankles. Simple gold studs. Hair down. Light makeup. Mascara, a neutral lip, the barest trace of blush.

		I caught my reflection in the hallway mirror on the way down. My eyes traveled from my heels up. The skirt was doing what it was supposed to do. The blouse was doing what it was supposed to do. My body was a runner's body, lean through the waist, narrow hipped, my breasts just large enough that the silk curved over them and held its shape. I looked, I thought, like a woman who belonged in a meeting. Which was the point.

		Whatever it takes to get her in.

		Lily appeared at the top of the stairs in jeans and a flannel shirt that was too big for her, her hair in a messy braid, her face puffy from sleep. She looked about fourteen.

		"You look nice, Mom."

		"Thank you, sweetheart. You look like a lumberjack."

		"That's the vibe I'm going for."

		"Eat something. We leave in twenty."

		She shuffled past me toward the kitchen. Winston followed her, meowing. I watched my daughter navigate the boxes in the hallway with the careful precision of someone who had lived with clutter her whole life, and I thought: Please let this be the right decision. Please let this town be kind to her.

		The drive to the high school took four minutes. Everything in Cannon Beach took four minutes. That was either charming or claustrophobic, depending on the day.

		Cannon Beach High sat on a hill above the town, a low brick building from the seventies with a parking lot full of pickup trucks and a marquee sign out front that read WELCOME BACK STUDENTS ORIENTATION AUG 28. The letters were crooked. Someone had replaced the E in WELCOME with a 3 and nobody had fixed it.

		"Charming," Lily said.

		"Don't be a snob."

		"I'm not being a snob. I'm being observational."

		"Same thing, sometimes."

		I parked and we walked in together. Lily stayed a half step behind me, which she always did in new places. Her hand brushed mine and I caught it and squeezed once and let go. She was too old to hold my hand in public. We both knew that. But I wanted to.

		The front office was a long room with a counter separating the staff side from the public side. Fluorescent... no. The lighting was flat and institutional. The carpet was that particular shade of gray green that exists only in American public schools. There were posters on the walls about anti bullying and college readiness and the fall sports schedule. A plant on the counter that was either dying or dead.

		A man stood behind the counter filling out a form. Tall, late forties, a polo shirt with the school logo. He looked up when we walked in and smiled the specific smile of a man who coaches a sport and has been asked to help with administrative tasks he does not care about.

		"Morning! Welcome to Cannon Beach High. I'm Coach Reed. Tom Reed. You must be the new family?"

		I extended my hand. "Maria Johnson. This is my daughter Lily."

		"Lily! Welcome, welcome. You're going to love it here. We're small but we're mighty." He pumped my hand with the enthusiasm of a golden retriever. "So what you'll want to do is, there's enrollment forms and a few things to sign, and then we can get Lily set up with a locker assignment and a class schedule."

		"Wonderful. Where do I start?"

		He turned and looked at the back of the office, where rows of desks stretched toward a wall of filing cabinets. "Sara? Sara, hon, you got the enrollment packets back there?"

		Nothing.

		He turned back to me with an apologetic shrug. "Sara Holmes. She's one of our seniors, volunteering with the front office this week for orientation. Sharp kid. She'll get you sorted out." He leaned over the counter and raised his voice. "Sara!"

		From somewhere behind a filing cabinet, a voice. "One second, Coach."

		Tom Reed smiled at me again. "She'll be right with you. Anything else you need, I'm right here. Well, I'm right here until ten and then I've got football practice." He looked at Lily. "You play any sports, Lily?"

		Lily looked at him with an expression I recognized. The expression that said she was calculating how to answer this question without being rude. "I read," she said.

		"Good for you! Readers are the backbone of civilization."

		He wandered away to greet another family and I stood at the counter with my hands folded on the surface, waiting. Lily drifted to a chair along the wall and pulled out her phone.

		I waited.

		One minute. Two minutes. I could hear movement in the back of the office. Papers shuffling. The roll of a desk chair on tile. But nobody appeared.

		I am not, by nature, a patient woman. I am a polite woman, which is different. Polite means I will smile at you while I wait. Patient means I won't mind waiting. I was smiling. I was minding.

		Three minutes.

		I was about to say something. I was about to lean over the counter and use my Director of Brand Strategy voice, the one that could cut glass. I was about to be, if I'm honest, a little rude.

		Then the girl turned around.

		She'd been sitting at the back desk the whole time. Facing away from the counter. She pushed the chair back and stood and turned in one motion, and I saw her.

		Tall. Five seven, maybe five eight. A cheerleader's body, compact through the waist, strong through the thighs and shoulders. Honey blonde hair pulled back in a high ponytail that swung when she moved. She wore the school cheer uniform, navy and white, the skirt hitting mid thigh, the shell fitting close across her chest. She had a lanyard around her neck with an ID badge and a pen tucked behind her ear.

		She walked toward the counter. She did not hurry. She moved the way athletes move, with an economy that makes every step look intentional. She had a stack of papers in one hand and a half eaten apple in the other, and she looked at me the way nobody had looked at me in two years.

		She started at my shoes. Her eyes traveled up my legs, slow, unhurried, pausing at the hem of my skirt. Then up. Over my hips. Up the fitted blouse. She stopped at my chest. Not a glance. A pause. Her gaze rested there for a full second, maybe two, on the curve of silk over my breasts, on the two open buttons and the skin between them. Then her eyes climbed to my face.

		Hazel. Her eyes were hazel. Green and gold and brown, shifting depending on the light, and right now they were fixed on mine with an expression I could only describe as recognition. Not like she knew me. Like she'd been waiting for me to show up.

		She bit into the apple. Chewed. Swallowed. Took her time.

		"Hi."

		I opened my mouth. Nothing came out. My face was hot. My stomach had done something strange and involuntary, a drop, like missing a step on a staircase.

		I had not been looked at like that since David's first month of dating me. Before the mortgage. Before the flatware. Before he learned to look through me instead of at me. This girl, this teenager in a cheer uniform eating a Granny Smith at the enrollment counter, had just surveyed me head to toe like I was something she wanted to buy and could afford.

		"Hi," I managed. "I'm Maria Johnson. I need to enroll my daughter."

		She set the apple down on the counter. She smiled. It was a specific kind of smile. The kind that said she knew what she'd just done, and she knew I knew, and she was going to pretend neither of those things was true.

		"Sara Holmes." She extended her hand across the counter. Her grip was firm. Her fingers were warm. She held my hand for exactly one beat longer than necessary. "You must be Lily's mom."

		"I am."

		"Coach Reed told me you were coming in today. I pulled the enrollment packet already. Come around." She gestured toward a gap at the end of the counter where it hinged open. "I'm not really supposed to let parents back here, but the office staff are all in a meeting and I don't want you standing at the counter like you're waiting for a sandwich."

		She held the counter open for me. I walked through. I could feel her behind me as she guided me to a desk at the back of the office, her hand not quite touching the small of my back but close enough that I was aware of exactly where it was.

		"Sit." She pulled a chair out for me and spun her own chair so that it faced mine. When she sat, our knees were close enough that I could feel the warmth of her skin without contact. The cheer skirt had ridden up a fraction when she sat, and I could see the defined muscle of her upper thigh, the tan line where her shorts ended in summer.

		I looked at the desk. A stack of forms. A school handbook. A name badge in a plastic sleeve.

		"So," she said. She leaned forward with her elbows on her knees, fingers laced together. "Lily Johnson. Transferring from Sacramento. Senior year. That's brave."

		"It was necessary."

		"Divorce?"

		I blinked. "Excuse me?"

		"Sorry. I'm blunt. My mom says it's my worst quality. Or my best one, depending on the day." She shrugged. Her ponytail swung over her shoulder. "You don't have to answer. I just like to know who I'm dealing with."

		"Who you're dealing with?"

		"I'm the senior class cheer captain. Which means I also run orientation for incoming students, manage the buddy system for transfers, and apparently do enrollment paperwork because Mrs. Finley is on maternity leave and nobody else volunteered." She spread her hands. "This is my kingdom, Miss Johnson. I like to know who's moving into it."

		She was flirting. She was nineteen years old and sitting in a school office and flirting with me, and the worst part wasn't that she was doing it. The worst part was that it was working.

		"It was a divorce," I said. "Yes."

		"His loss." She said it without looking at me, reaching across the desk for the enrollment packet. "Okay. Let's get Lily sorted. I need a birth certificate, proof of residency, immunization records, and your signature about forty times."

		We went through the forms. She was efficient. Quick with a pen, organized, her handwriting surprisingly elegant for a teenager. She explained the class schedule, the elective options, the locker assignments, the lunch system. She told me about the AP English program, which she said was "the only class at this school worth taking," and the fall pep rally, and the school's policy on phones, which she described as "theoretical."

		I signed form after form. Our knees brushed once. I pulled mine away. She did not pull hers away. She left it there, her bare knee an inch from my skirt, and I could feel the proximity like a low hum.

		"Last thing." She reached into a drawer and pulled out a name badge. MARIA JOHNSON, it read. PARENT/GUARDIAN. She peeled the backing off the adhesive and stood.

		"Here. You'll need this for today."

		She stepped close to me. Very close. She pressed the badge against my blouse, above my left breast, smoothing it down with her fingertips. Her fingers rested there. Not pressing. Not moving. Just resting on the silk over my chest, her thumb tracing the edge of the badge, her eyes on mine.

		One second. Two seconds. Two and a half.

		I did not breathe. I could not breathe. Her fingers were warm through the fabric and she was close enough that I could smell her. Sunscreen. Something green and sharp, like cut grass. Lip gloss, cherry or strawberry.

		"There." She stepped back. She smiled that smile again. "All set, Miss Johnson."

		"Maria," I said, and I do not know why I said it.

		Her smile changed. Softened at the edges. Became something private.

		"Maria."

		She said my name like she was tasting it. Rolling it around in her mouth. Deciding whether she liked the flavor. She did. I could tell.

		"Your daughter is going to be fine here, Maria. I'll make sure of it."

		"Thank you."

		"I'll come find Lily at lunch and introduce her to some people. The first day is always the hardest. She won't have to do it alone."

		I gathered the copies of the forms and my purse and walked back around the counter on legs that felt unreliable. Lily was still in her chair, reading something on her phone. She looked up.

		"All done?"

		"All done."

		I did not look back at Sara. I wanted to. I wanted to badly enough that not doing it required a physical effort, a deliberate turning of my head, a forced focus on the door in front of me and the parking lot beyond it and the truck that needed to take us home.

		I did not look back.

		In the car, Lily put her seatbelt on and said, "The girl at the counter was nice."

		"She seemed very capable."

		"She's the cheer captain. I heard Coach Reed talking about her. Apparently she runs the whole school."

		"She certainly seems to think so."

		I put the car in reverse and backed out of the parking space and drove home with both hands on the wheel and my face still warm and a feeling in my stomach I could not name and did not want to examine.

		At home I made Lily a sandwich and sent her upstairs to organize her room and then I sat on the bench on the back porch and stared at the ocean and tried to understand what had just happened to me.

		Nothing had happened. That was the rational answer. A confident teenager had flirted a little while doing paperwork. That's what confident teenagers do. They flirt. It doesn't mean anything. It was a game to her. A flex. The pretty mom walks in and the popular girl sharpens her teeth because she can.

		That was the rational answer.

		The irrational answer was that a nineteen year old girl had looked at me like I was the only woman in the room, and my body had responded before my brain could intervene, and I was sitting on a bench in Cannon Beach, Oregon with damp palms and a heartbeat that still hadn't settled and a warm liquid feeling between my thighs that I recognized and did not want to recognize.

		I am not gay. I have never been gay. I dated boys in high school. I married David at twenty. I have never kissed a woman or wanted to or wondered about it or fantasized about it or anything. I have been, for thirty six years, boringly, reliably, thoroughly heterosexual.

		But.

		But her fingers on my chest. The way her eyes had traveled up my body. That pause at my breasts. That pause. Like she was studying me. Like she was deciding exactly what she would do with me if she had the chance.

		I pressed my palms flat on the bench. I pressed them hard enough to feel the grain of the wood.

		She is nineteen, Maria. She is your daughter's age. She is a child.

		She did not look at me like a child. She did not touch me like a child. She looked at me like a woman who has done this before and intends to do it again.

		I sat there for a long time. The mist came in off the water and the air got cool and Lily called down from her window to ask if we had any more packing tape and I said yes and told her where to find it and I sat.

		Then I pulled out my phone and texted Jenny.

		Long story. Wait until I tell you who got her in.

		Jenny's response came in thirty seconds.

		Got who in. Got Lily in? Tell me everything.

		I stared at the screen. I did not know how to explain it. I did not know what to call it. I did not even know if there was anything to explain. A girl had looked at me. That was all. A girl had looked at me and touched my badge and said my name and I was sitting here in the fog like a teenager myself, turning it over and over.

		Later, I typed. Come down this weekend. I'll tell you in person.

		That good?

		I looked at the message. I looked at the ocean. I looked at my hands, which had stopped shaking but still felt strange. Lighter than usual. Like they belonged to someone younger.

		I don't know, I typed. I honestly don't know.

		I put the phone face down on the bench. Inside, Lily dropped something and Winston meowed and the house was alive with the noise of boxes being opened and a new life being unpacked, and I sat on the porch with the salt air on my skin and the memory of hazel eyes on mine and the slow, creeping, impossible knowledge that something had just happened to me that I was going to have to reckon with.

		Not today.

		But soon.

		

	
		Chapter 2

		

		Jenny Walsh drove an hour south from Portland on Saturday morning in a dented Subaru Outback with a "COEXIST" bumper sticker and a coffee stain on the passenger seat that had been there since 2019. She pulled into my driveway at ten fifteen, got out of the car in yoga pants and a flannel that was too big for her, and wrapped me in a hug that lasted twelve seconds.

		"You look good," she said into my hair. "You look like a woman who moved to a beach town and drank a bottle of wine by herself."

		"A glass. One glass."

		"Maria."

		"Two glasses."

		She pulled back and held me at arm's length and studied my face the way only Jenny could. Jenny Walsh, my best friend since college, the woman who had talked me through labor and divorce and the time I accidentally sent a reply all email complaining about my boss to the entire marketing department. Five foot four. Brown eyes, dark curly hair she hadn't brushed today, a face that was always either laughing or about to laugh. She was thirty six, same as me, bisexual since college, single by choice, mother to Hazel, who was eighteen and lived with her in Portland and was, by all accounts, turning into a version of Jenny that the world was not prepared for.

		"You look worried," Jenny said.

		"I'm not worried."

		"You texted me at two in the afternoon on a Wednesday saying long story and then wouldn't tell me the story. That's worried."

		"It's not worried. It's processing."

		"Ooh. Processing. That's worse."

		We went inside. I made coffee. Jenny sat on the kitchen counter because she has never in her life sat in a chair when a counter was available, and she watched me move around my new kitchen with an expression I recognized. She was waiting. Jenny was very good at waiting when she wanted to be.

		"Where's Lily?"

		"Upstairs. She's organizing her books alphabetically by genre and then by author. She has a system."

		"That tracks. Okay, Maria. Sit down. Talk."

		I poured the coffee. I handed her a mug. I leaned against the opposite counter and took a breath.

		"I took Lily to orientation on Wednesday."

		"Yes."

		"The school is small. It's fine. The teachers are fine. The facilities are fine."

		"Maria. I didn't drive an hour for a school review."

		"There was a girl in the front office."

		Jenny's coffee mug stopped halfway to her mouth.

		"A girl?"

		"A student. Senior. Cheer captain. She was handling the enrollment paperwork because the secretary is on leave."

		"Okay."

		"She looked at me."

		Jenny set the mug down. "She looked at you."

		"Jenny. She looked at me. Head to toe. Stopped at my chest for a full two seconds. Then looked at my face like she was planning something."

		"Planning what?"

		"I don't know. That's what I've been thinking about for three days."

		Jenny stared at me. Then she started laughing. Not a polite laugh. A full body, throwing her head back, nearly falling off the counter laugh that went on for fifteen seconds and ended with her wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.

		"Jenny."

		"I'm sorry. I'm sorry. It's just..." She dissolved again. "Maria. Maria Johnson. Queen of suburban heterosexuality. Mother of the year. Woman who has never so much as glanced at another woman's ass in the gym."

		"I have not."

		"I know you haven't. That's why this is spectacular. Tell me everything. Every single detail. What was she wearing?"

		"Her cheer uniform."

		"Of course she was."

		"Navy and white. Short skirt."

		"And?"

		"And she put my name badge on my blouse. Above my..." I gestured.

		"Above your tit?"

		"Jenny."

		"Was it above your tit?"

		"Yes."

		"And?"

		"And her fingers stayed there. For about two seconds. Two and a half."

		Jenny had stopped laughing. She was looking at me with her head tilted, her eyes sharp and warm at the same time. The look she gives when she's reading someone. When she's seeing the thing they can't see yet.

		"Maria. How old is this girl?"

		"Nineteen."

		"Nineteen."

		"Her birthday was in July. It was on the enrollment form."

		"You checked?"

		"It was right there."

		"You checked." Jenny picked her mug back up. Sipped. "Okay. So a nineteen year old cheerleader eye fucked you in the school office and put her hand on your breast and now you can't stop thinking about it."

		"She did not put her hand on my breast. She put my name badge on my blouse."

		"Above your breast. With lingering fingers."

		"Yes."

		"Maria. She is into you."

		"She is nineteen."

		"I heard you the first time. She is into you."

		"She's a teenager, Jenny. She's Lily's age. She was probably just being..."

		"Being what? Being a horny teenager who clocked a beautiful woman in a pencil skirt and decided to shoot her shot?"

		"I am not beautiful."

		"Shut up. You are beautiful and you know it and apparently so does this girl. What's her name?"

		"Sara. Sara Holmes."

		Jenny repeated the name slowly, like she was filing it away. "Sara Holmes. Cheerleader. Nineteen. Looks at moms like she wants to eat them for breakfast."

		"Jenny."

		"Maria. Listen to yourself. You're blushing."

		I put my hand on my face. She was right. My cheeks were hot.

		"You like it," Jenny said. "You like that she looked at you."

		"I did not."

		"You called me at two in the afternoon."

		"I texted."

		"You texted me at two in the afternoon because a teenage girl gave you butterflies in a school office, and you have been replaying it for three days, and you invited me down here because you need someone to tell you it's okay to feel this way." She paused. "It's okay to feel this way."

		"I am not gay, Jenny."

		"Nobody said you were gay. I said a pretty girl looked at you and it made you wet."

		"Jenny."

		"Am I wrong?"

		I did not answer. Jenny did not need me to. She smiled into her coffee and let the silence do what silence does, which is force you to sit with the truth you're avoiding.

		"It doesn't mean anything," I said finally. "She was probably just... she's the type. Confident. Flirtatious. She probably does it to everyone."

		"Maybe." Jenny hopped off the counter. "Or maybe she does it to you specifically because you walked in there in that blouse with two buttons undone and she decided she wanted you. Some women are like that, Maria. They see what they want and they go after it."

		"She's a child."

		"She's nineteen. That's not a child. That's an adult who happens to be young."

		"It's Lily's age."

		"It is Lily's age. And it's also a legal adult who made a deliberate choice to look at you like that. That's on her, not you. The question is what you do with the fact that you liked it."

		"I do nothing. I did nothing. I will continue doing nothing."

		"Mm hmm."

		"Jenny."

		"I'm just saying mm hmm."

		"It was a loaded mm hmm."

		"All my mm hmms are loaded. Come on. Show me the house."

		We spent the next hour unpacking the living room while Lily came downstairs and joined us and Jenny asked Lily questions about school and Lily answered them with the careful enthusiasm of a girl who wants to seem fine. Jenny was good with Lily. She always had been. She treated her like a person, not a child, and Lily responded to that the way she responded to all forms of genuine respect. She opened up. She told Jenny about her class schedule. She told her about the AP English teacher who was supposedly brilliant and terrible. She told her about the ocean, which she could see from her bedroom window, and how she'd been falling asleep to the sound of it.

		She did not mention Sara. I waited for her to. She didn't.

		We had lunch on the porch. Sandwiches and chips and the leftover rosé. Jenny sprawled in the Adirondack chair with her feet up and her sunglasses on and announced that this was the most beautiful place she'd ever seen and why hadn't she moved here ten years ago.

		"Because Portland has a food scene," Lily said.

		"Portland has rain and six hundred coffee shops. This has the ocean."

		"Portland has the ocean too."

		"Portland has the Willamette River, which is not the ocean. This is the ocean."

		They went on like this. I watched them and drank my wine and thought about nothing in particular and then Lily said, "Oh," and pulled out her phone.

		"Sara texted. She wants to know if I can come to the orientation tour this afternoon."

		My wine glass paused against my lower lip.

		"Sara?"

		"Sara Holmes. From the office? She found me on Instagram after you enrolled me. She said she's giving tours to all the new students this afternoon and she wants to make sure I don't get lost."

		"That's very nice of her."

		"She seems cool, Mom. She's the cheer captain."

		"So I've heard."

		Jenny was watching me over the rim of her glass. I could see the corner of her mouth twitching.

		"Can I go?"

		"Of course you can go. We'll drive you."

		"She said she could pick me up."

		"We'll drive you." I set the glass down. "I should go anyway. I need to sign a few more forms Coach Reed left for me."

		I did not need to sign anything. Coach Reed had not left me anything. I was lying to my daughter in front of my best friend because I wanted to see Sara Holmes again, and I knew it, and Jenny knew it, and the ocean knew it, and God help me I didn't care.

		We drove to the school at one thirty. Lily in the back seat, Jenny in the passenger seat, me at the wheel in a sundress I'd changed into after lunch because my morning jeans had a stain on them. That was what I told myself. The sundress was green, fitted through the bodice, flared at the waist, and fell to just above my knee. I'd put on lip gloss. I told myself that was because my lips were dry from the salt air.

		Jenny looked at my lips and then looked out the window and said nothing with a loudness that was deafening.

		The school parking lot was busier than Wednesday. Clusters of students and parents milling around, a table set up with water bottles and lanyards, a banner that read CANNON BEACH COUGARS across the front entrance. A group of cheerleaders in uniform stood near the entrance, directing foot traffic.

		We got out. Lily looked around with the specific expression of a girl who is terrified but has decided to pretend she isn't. I squeezed her shoulder.

		"You're going to be great."

		"I know."

		"You don't have to stay long."

		"I know, Mom."

		"If you want to leave, just text me."

		"Mom."

		We walked toward the entrance. The cheerleaders at the table smiled at us. One of them, a tall girl with dark red hair and a voice that carried across the parking lot, called out: "New students this way! Parents that way!" She pointed in two directions with both hands like an air traffic controller.

		Then Sara appeared.

		She came through the front doors at a jog, her ponytail bouncing, a clipboard in one hand, her cheer jacket unzipped over the uniform. She saw Lily first. Her face broke into a grin.

		"Lily Johnson. There you are. I was getting worried you'd chickened out."

		Lily, who normally would have retreated into herself at being singled out by someone this confident, this public, smiled back. "I don't chicken out."

		"Good. I'm holding you to that." Sara draped an arm around Lily's shoulders with the casual physicality of someone who has touched everyone she's ever met and none of them have objected. Then she looked at me.

		The look was different today. Less predatory. Warmer. She'd calibrated it. She'd recalibrated. She was standing next to my daughter with her arm around my daughter's shoulders and she looked at me the way you'd look at someone's mother. Respectful. Pleasant. Appropriate.

		But underneath it, underneath the pleasant smile and the cheerful greeting, her eyes found mine and held. Just a beat too long. A half second. A quarter second. Enough.

		"Hi, Miss Johnson."

		"Hi, Sara."

		"Lily's going to have the best tour in orientation history. I've got her."

		She looked at Jenny. Her eyebrows went up a fraction.

		"This is Jenny Walsh," I said. "My friend. She drove down from Portland."

		"Hi, Jenny." Sara extended her hand. Jenny took it. I watched Jenny's face with the attention of a woman defusing a bomb.

		"Hi, Sara. I've heard a lot about you."

		"Already? We only met three days ago."

		"Maria's thorough."

		Sara smiled. She looked at me. I looked at the ground.

		"Come on, Lils." Sara steered Lily toward the doors. "I'm going to introduce you to every person in this school who matters, and about sixty who don't."

		"That sounds exhausting."

		"It will be. But you'll have me, so it'll be worth it."

		They disappeared inside. Sara's arm was still around Lily's shoulders. She'd already, in the space of ninety seconds, claimed my daughter. Adopted her. Decided she was going to be Lily's protector and guide and hadn't asked anyone's permission.

		Jenny stood next to me in the parking lot, arms crossed, sunglasses pushed up on her head.

		"That's her?"

		"That's her."

		"Maria."

		"What."

		"She looked at you like she wanted to fold you in half."

		"She did not. She was perfectly appropriate."

		"In front of your daughter and your friend and the entire school, she was perfectly appropriate. She also looked at your mouth for a full second before she said hello."

		"You're imagining things."

		"I am not imagining things. I have been bisexual since I was twenty years old. I know what that look means. I have given that look. That girl wants you, Maria."

		"She's nineteen."

		"You keep saying that like it changes anything."

		We went inside. The parent assembly was in the gymnasium, which smelled like floor wax and sweat and rubber. Folding chairs in rows. A podium at the front. The principal, a woman in her fifties with short gray hair and a firm handshake, welcomed everyone and talked about the school's values and its programs and its commitment to community. I listened. I took notes. I was a good parent.

		Sara was not in the gym. She was giving tours. I knew this because I looked for her. I scanned the rows. I checked the door. I caught myself doing it and stopped and then did it again thirty seconds later.

		Jenny noticed. Of course Jenny noticed.

		"Looking for someone?"

		"Shut up."

		"If you swivel your head one more time, people are going to think you're having a seizure."

		"I am looking at the fire exits. I'm a safety conscious parent."

		"You are a disaster."

		The principal finished. A vice principal talked about the lunch program. A guidance counselor talked about college prep. I was losing interest and gaining anxiety in equal measure when the gymnasium doors opened and a group of students filed in along the back wall. The orientation tours had ended. Students were joining their parents.

		Lily appeared at the end of our row. She was wearing a cheer jacket over her flannel. Navy and white, too big for her, the sleeves hanging past her hands. She was smiling. Not the polite smile she used for strangers. A real smile. One I hadn't seen in months.

		She slid into the seat next to me.

		"Mom," she whispered. "This school is amazing."

		"You're wearing a cheer jacket."

		"Sara gave it to me. She said I'm officially her project for the year."

		"Her project?"

		"She's going to help me with AP English and introduce me to people and make sure I don't eat lunch alone. She said it's what she does for all the new students."

		"That's... very kind of her."

		"She's taking me for ice cream after the assembly. With some of the other girls from the squad."

		I opened my mouth to say something. I don't know what. Something about boundaries. Something about the fact that my daughter had known this girl for three days and was already wearing her jacket. Something about the speed at which Sara Holmes was moving through our lives.

		Then Sara sat down next to me.

		She came from the aisle on my left, which was the opposite side from Lily. She slid into the folding chair with the grace of someone sitting down in a church pew, knees together, hands in her lap, and leaned toward me.

		"Hi again, Miss Johnson."

		"Maria."

		"Maria." There it was again. That taste.

		She was sitting close. Our chairs were close because folding chairs in a gymnasium are always close, but she had not made any effort to create space. Her bare knee, below the hem of the cheer skirt, was near mine. Not touching. Near. I was wearing the sundress. My legs were bare.

		The vice principal was talking about the academic calendar. Sara faced forward. Model student. Polite. Attentive.

		Her knee moved a quarter inch closer to mine. Contact. The outside of her kneecap against the side of mine. Skin on skin. Warm.

		I did not move.

		The contact lasted four seconds. Then she shifted in her chair and her knee pulled away. Ten seconds later it was back. Lighter this time. A graze.

		I stared at the vice principal. I could not have told you a single word he said. Sara's knee was warm against mine and she was looking straight ahead with an expression of perfect, bored, teenage attentiveness, and she was touching me in a gymnasium full of parents and students and teachers and she knew what she was doing.

		Jenny was on my right. I could feel her looking at me. I did not turn.

		The assembly ended. People stood. Sara stood. She stretched, arms above her head, the shell of her uniform riding up to show an inch of flat stomach. She turned to me with a bright, open, public smile.

		"Do you mind if I steal Lily for ice cream? I'll have her back by five."

		"Where are you going?"

		"Scoops on Main. It's three blocks from here. I'll walk her, and I can drive her home after."

		I hesitated. My mother instinct and my whatever this was instinct were pulling in opposite directions. Lily, next to me, radiated hope.

		"Please, Mom."

		"Do you have your phone?"

		"Yes."

		"Charged?"

		"Yes, Mom."

		Sara pulled out her own phone. "Here. Let me give you my number. I'll text you when we get there. And when we leave. And a photo every thirty minutes if that would help."

		She was teasing me. She was teasing me in front of my daughter and it was working and I hated her for it and I did not hate her for it at all.

		I gave her my number. She typed it in and sent me a text right there. My phone buzzed. I looked at the screen.

		Hi, Maria. This is Sara. Your daughter is in excellent hands.

		"Go," I said.

		Lily hugged me, which she almost never did in public, and Sara gave me one last look over her shoulder as they walked away. Not the look from the office. Something else. Something that said: I am going to take very good care of what belongs to you.

		And then they were gone.

		Jenny waited until the gym had cleared out and we were walking across the parking lot before she said anything.

		"Her knee was on your knee."

		"It was a crowded gymnasium."

		"Her bare knee was on your bare knee for the entire assembly and you sat there like a statue and turned pink."

		"I was warm."

		"You were warm."

		"The gym was warm."

		"Maria Johnson. Look at me."

		I looked at her. We were standing by my car. The fog was rolling in. Jenny's face was serious for the first time all day.

		"Be careful with that one."

		"There's nothing to be careful about."

		"Maria. I'm not joking. She is going to chase you. I have known girls like that. I have been girls like that. She is patient and she is smart and she has decided she wants you and she will not stop."

		"Jenny, she is nineteen."

		"Yes. And you, for the first time in your life, are single. And she knows it."

		We drove back to the cottage. Jenny left at four with a hug and a long look and a promise to call that evening. I stood in the driveway and watched her Subaru disappear up the hill and then I went inside.

		The house was quiet. Winston was asleep on the couch. The boxes in the living room were half unpacked. The coffee mugs from that morning were still in the sink.

		I washed them. I put them away. I wiped the counter. I opened the fridge and stared at the contents and closed the fridge. I opened the fridge again. I closed it again.

		My phone buzzed.

		A photo. Lily at a table at an ice cream shop, a sundae in front of her, laughing at something off camera. She was still wearing Sara's cheer jacket. She looked happy. She looked like a girl who had just made a friend for the first time in a long time.

		I stared at the photo. My chest ached.

		My phone buzzed again.

		A second photo. Sara, her cheek pressed to Lily's, both of them grinning at the camera. Sara was holding the phone at arm's length, her other arm around Lily's shoulders. Their hair was the same shade of blonde. You could almost mistake them for sisters.

		Except for Sara's eyes. Sara's eyes were not looking at the camera the way Lily's were. Lily was looking at the lens with the shy delight of a girl who has been included. Sara was looking at the lens with something else. Something private.

		She was looking at the camera like she knew who was going to be looking at this photo.

		She was looking at the camera like she was looking at me.

		I set the phone face down on the counter. I pressed both palms flat on the cold marble. I counted to ten.

		Then I picked the phone up and looked at the photo again.

		And again.

		And again.

		

	
		Chapter 3

		

		Two weeks into the school year and I was drowning.

		The promotion was everything Pam had promised. Challenging. Fast. Relentless. The Lofgren account alone was a hundred page brand audit with a presentation deadline that fell on the same week three other clients decided they needed emergency creative reviews. I worked from the cottage office until my eyes burned, drove to Portland twice a week for in person meetings, and came home most nights after seven to a dark kitchen and a daughter who had already microwaved something and retreated upstairs.

		Lily was fine. She told me she was fine. She texted me updates between classes and her grades were solid and she'd started eating lunch with a group of girls Sara had introduced her to. She was fine the way eighteen year olds are fine, which means she was managing, alone, and not telling me when she wasn't.

		The guilt was a physical thing. A weight in my ribs that pressed inward every time I pulled into the driveway and saw the upstairs light on and knew she'd been in there since three with nobody but Winston and her own head for company.

		I was making a salad at seven forty five on a Monday, standing at the counter in my work clothes with my shoes kicked off, when my phone buzzed.

		Lily.

		Sara's here. She came over to help me with AP English.

		I stared at the message. I had not invited Sara over. I had not given her permission to come over. I had not given her a key or a schedule or any indication that my home was a place she could appear uninvited on a Monday evening.

		I typed back: I didn't know she was coming.

		She said you said it was okay.

		I had not said it was okay. Sara was lying. Sara was lying to my daughter to gain access to my house and she was doing it with the calm confidence of someone who had calculated the odds that I would contradict her in front of Lily and decided those odds were zero.

		She was right. I was not going to contradict her. Not in front of Lily.

		I put the salad down. I went upstairs.

		Lily's door was open. She was at her desk with her laptop open, a textbook propped against the wall. Sara was cross legged on Lily's bed, flipping through a copy of the same textbook, a highlighter in her teeth.

		She looked up when I appeared in the doorway. Took the highlighter out of her mouth.

		"Hi, Miss Johnson. I hope you don't mind. Lily said the AP English paper was killing her and I've already written mine, so."

		She said it so smoothly. So naturally. The helpful friend. The responsible senior. She was still in her cheer uniform, the jacket off now, just the shell and the skirt, her legs crossed, her ponytail loose.

		Lily looked at me with an expression I recognized. Please don't make this weird, Mom.

		"That's very nice of you, Sara. Thank you."

		"Of course." Sara smiled. "Oh. And I made dinner. Lily said you probably hadn't eaten."

		"You made dinner?"

		"Tuna casserole. Lily told me it was your favorite."

		I looked at Lily. Lily shrugged. "She asked what you liked."

		I went downstairs.

		There was a casserole on the stove. A green salad on the counter with a dressing I did not own. Garlic bread wrapped in foil, still warm. The kitchen, which I had left in a state of overworked chaos that morning, was clean. The dishes were done. The counter was wiped. The dead flowers I'd meant to throw out for three days were gone and in their place was a small mason jar with fresh wildflowers that someone had picked from somewhere.

		I stood in my clean kitchen and looked at the dinner that this nineteen year old girl had made for me while I was at work, in my house, with my daughter, without my permission, and I did not know whether to be furious or grateful.

		Both. I was both.

		I set the table for three. Sara came downstairs ten minutes later with Lily, and we sat and ate, and it was, God help me, the best tuna casserole I'd ever had.

		Sara ate like she cooked. With attention. She cut her bread into precise pieces and she talked while she ate and she drew Lily out of her shell with the skill of a woman twice her age. She asked about the English paper, about the teacher, about Lily's opinion on a book I hadn't read, and Lily answered in full sentences. In paragraphs. My daughter, who at dinner with David and me had communicated primarily in shrugs and single syllables, was having a conversation.

		"Mrs. Callahan is wrong about the ending," Lily said, waving her fork. "The whole point of the ambiguity is that you're not supposed to resolve it. That's the thesis."

		"Tell her that."

		"I can't tell her that. She's the teacher."

		"Write it in the paper. Back it up. She'll respect you for it."

		"What if she doesn't?"

		"Then she's a bad teacher and her opinion doesn't matter."

		Lily laughed. An actual laugh. Sara grinned and looked at me across the table and I saw something shift in her expression. Not the flirtation. Something underneath it. Satisfaction. She was pleased with herself. She had walked into my house and made herself indispensable to my daughter and she knew I could not remove her without removing the best thing that had happened to Lily since the move.

		She was smart. She was terrifyingly smart.

		"Thank you for dinner, Sara," I said. "This is really good."

		"My mom taught me. She's the world's worst cook but somehow the casserole came out right."

		"Your mom is Olivia Holmes?"

		"You know her?"

		"I've seen her shop. The florist on Main?"

		"That's her. Three failed businesses and the flowers finally stuck." Sara smiled with a warmth that was different from her other smiles. Genuine. Unperformed. "She's a mess but she's my mess."

		We finished dinner. Lily cleared the table without being asked, which alone was worth whatever Sara was doing here. Sara stood to help and I said, "Sit. You cooked. Lily and I have it."

		Sara sat. She sat at my kitchen table in her cheer uniform and watched me wash dishes at the sink, and I could feel her eyes on my back the whole time. Not imagining it. I knew the feeling now. The low warm weight of being watched by someone who is watching you on purpose.

		Sara started appearing two or three times a week after that. Sometimes with Melissa, the loud redhead from the cheer squad, and another girl named Ava who was quiet and sweet and did whatever Sara told her. Sometimes alone. She always brought food. Pasta. Soup. One memorable Thursday she arrived with homemade enchiladas and a six pack of Mexican Coke that she said she'd driven to Seaside to buy.

		She cooked in my kitchen like she'd been doing it for years. She knew where the salt was by the end of the first week. She knew which burner ran hot. She knew I liked my coffee black and Lily liked hers with too much sugar and that Winston would eat literally anything that fell on the floor.

		She installed herself. That is the only word for it. She installed herself in my house and in my daughter's life and in the spaces I had been too exhausted and too guilt ridden to fill, and she did it so gracefully that by the time I noticed, she was already there.

		I noticed other things too.

		The outfits. Sara did not always wear her cheer uniform when she came over. Sometimes she wore jeans and a cropped top. Sometimes leggings and a sweater. Sometimes, and this was the category that was causing me problems, she wore things that were slightly wrong for studying in someone's house. A tank top that was a little too thin. Shorts that were a little too short. A sports bra under an unzipped hoodie, which is not an outfit, which is a provocation.

		She never drew attention to it. That was the trick. She didn't strut or pose or do anything overt. She just existed in these clothes in my house and let the fabric do the work.

		One evening she reached across me for the salt. We were at the table. Lily was there. Sara leaned past me and her cheer sweater, which she'd pushed up to her elbows because the kitchen was warm, rode up from her waist. A strip of skin. Tanned from the summer. The dip of her waist above the skirt's waistband. The faint shadowed line of her lower ribs.

		I looked. I looked away. I looked away too fast and Sara, retrieving the salt, caught the looking away. She caught it because she'd been watching for it.

		She bit the inside of her cheek. Her jaw moved. She didn't smile. She held it back. She sat down and salted her pasta and said something to Lily about the college application essay, and under the table her foot grazed mine and I pulled mine under my chair and she didn't look at me again for the rest of dinner.

		But she knew. And I knew she knew. And the knowing was worse than the looking because the knowing meant it was real.

		Then there was the living room.

		A Friday evening. Lily was struggling with a cheer routine Sara had promised to teach her for the fall pep rally. Sara had this idea, this project, of getting Lily to perform a group number with the squad. Not as a member of the squad, but as a guest, a novelty, the bookish new girl surprising everyone. Lily was terrified. Lily was also excited. I had not seen my daughter excited about a physical activity since she was twelve and briefly interested in karate.

		I was on the couch with my laptop, pretending to work. They'd pushed the coffee table against the wall and Sara was teaching Lily the opening eight count of the routine. Step, step, turn, arms up, pop, down.

		"No, the arms are sharper. Watch." Sara demonstrated. Her body moved with the specificity of someone who has been training since childhood. Every joint at the exact right angle. Every extension deliberate.

		"I can't do that."

		"You can. Again."

		They went through it six more times. Lily improved. Sara corrected her gently, hands on Lily's shoulders to adjust her posture, tapping her hip to shift her weight. Patient. Focused. A good teacher.

		Then Sara ran through the full routine by herself so Lily could watch.

		She did not need to face me. She did not need to turn toward the couch. But she did. She turned so that her body was angled in my direction, and she ran through the routine at half speed, and her hips moved with a fluidity that made the cheer skirt shift against her thighs, and she held one position, a lunge with her back arched and her arms extended, for three beats longer than necessary.

		I was staring. I knew I was staring. My laptop screen had gone dark because I hadn't touched it in four minutes.

		Sara finished the routine and looked at Lily. "See? Easy."

		"That was not easy."

		"It will be. We'll practice every day until it's muscle memory."

		She did not look at me. She had not looked at me during the routine. But her body had been angled toward me the entire time and she had slowed her hips by half a beat on the turn, the one that brought her facing the couch, and I had watched her do it and she had known I would.

		I closed my laptop.

		"I'm going to make tea," I said. "Anyone want anything?"

		"I'm good," Lily said.

		Sara shook her head. Still not looking at me.

		I went to the kitchen and stood at the sink and turned on the cold tap and held my wrists under the water. My pulse was visible in my throat. I could feel it. The kitchen was quiet except for the water and the distant sound of Lily counting eight counts in the living room and the roar inside my own head that I did not have a name for.

		She is your daughter's age. She is your daughter's friend. She is in your house. Stop.

		I turned the water off. I dried my hands. I made the tea I did not want and went back to the couch and opened my laptop and stared at a spreadsheet for forty minutes while Sara and Lily ran through the routine again and again, and I did not look up, and she did not look at me, and both of us knew exactly what was happening and neither of us said a word.

		I had the conversation with Lily that night.

		Sara had left at nine. Lily was in her pajamas, cross legged on her bed, Winston in her lap. I sat in the chair by her desk.

		"Sweetheart. Can I ask you something?"

		"That's never a good start."

		"Sara. Is she... are you comfortable with how much time she spends here?"

		Lily looked at me. "What do you mean?"

		"I just want to make sure she's not... that you don't feel pressured. She's very confident, and I know that can sometimes..."

		"Mom. No. She's the best thing that's happened to me since we got here."

		The conviction in her voice was total. No hesitation. No hedge.

		"She's helping me with my grades and she's introducing me to people and she's trying to set me up with her twin brother Liam."

		"Her what?"

		"Liam Holmes. Her twin. He plays football. She thinks we'd be cute together."

		"You don't even know him."

		"I've met him twice. He's sweet. He's kind of oblivious but Sara says that's what makes him safe."

		I opened my mouth. Closed it. Sara was matchmaking my daughter with her own brother. Sara was weaving herself into every part of Lily's life with a thoroughness that was either profoundly kind or profoundly strategic, and I no longer trusted myself to tell the difference.

		"Okay," I said. "As long as you're happy."

		"I'm happy, Mom. I'm really happy. Please don't make this weird."

		"I'm not making it weird."

		"You're making the face."

		"What face?"

		"The worried face. The face you made every time Dad said he was going out."

		That landed. It landed in the soft place between my ribs where I kept the things I didn't want to examine. I stood up. I kissed the top of her head.

		"I'm glad she's your friend, sweetheart. That's all I wanted to say."

		"She's more than my friend, Mom. She's like... I don't know. She's like a big sister. I've never had that before."

		I know, I thought. Neither have I.

		I went to my room. I closed the door. I changed into a t shirt and pajama bottoms and brushed my teeth and washed my face and got into bed and lay on my back and stared at the ceiling.

		The strip of skin. The tanned waist. The line of her ribs. The way her hips had moved when she slowed the routine. The way her body curved when she lunged. The shape of her in that cheer skirt.

		My hand was on my stomach. Resting there. Fingers spread across the cotton of my t shirt, an inch below my navel.

		I could feel the heat between my thighs. Not urgent. Not yet. A low, persistent warmth that had been building all evening and was now, in the dark, in the silence, in the privacy of a room with a closed door, making itself known.

		I thought about the office. Her fingers on the badge. The weight of them through the silk. The way her eyes had traveled up my body. Head to toe. Chest. Face. The half second of contact.

		I thought about the gymnasium. Her knee on mine. Skin on skin. Warm. The way she'd faced forward and pretended it wasn't happening.

		I thought about the kitchen. The salt. The strip of waist. The way she'd caught me looking away and bitten the inside of her cheek.

		I thought about the living room. The lunge. The slow hips. The angle of her body toward the couch. Toward me.

		My fingers moved lower. One inch. The waistband of my pajamas.

		No.

		I pulled my hand away and put it on the mattress. I pressed it flat. I pressed it down like I was holding something under water.

		She is nineteen. She is Lily's friend. She is in your house three nights a week and she cooks for your daughter and helps with her homework and she is not for you. She is not for you.

		I turned on my side. I pressed my face into the pillow. I breathed.

		The warmth between my thighs did not care about my self control. The warmth had its own logic. Its own memory. It played back the image of Sara's waist, the dip above her hip, the way the skin there would feel under my fingertips if I touched it, which I was never going to do.

		I was never going to do.

		I squeezed my thighs together. That was worse. The pressure made it worse. Everything I did to fight it made it worse.

		I lay there in the dark, my body alive and aching, and I refused to touch myself. I refused. I refused because if I touched myself while thinking about Sara Holmes I would be admitting something I was not prepared to admit, and the admission, more than the act, was what scared me.

		I lay there for a long time.

		The ocean. The wind. The creak of the old house. Winston purring in Lily's room through the wall. The dark.

		I did not sleep for two hours. My body burned and I let it burn and I refused to put it out and eventually, long after midnight, exhaustion won and I slept, and if I dreamed about her, which I did, I decided in the morning that dreams don't count.

		

	
		Chapter 4

		

		I came straight from tennis. That was the plan. My weekly Saturday match at the Seaside Racquet Club, which I'd joined my second week in town because running alone was getting depressing and I needed a social activity that didn't involve my laptop. I'd play for an hour and a half, shower at the club, change into something appropriate for a birthday party, and arrive at the Holmes house looking like a normal parent.

		That was the plan.

		What happened was this. My match ran long because my opponent, a retired pediatrician named Deb who hit backhands like she was trying to murder someone, took me to a tiebreak in the third set. I sat in the locker room after, sweating, furious at my second serve, and looked at the time on my phone. Sara's party had started twenty minutes ago.

		I did not shower. I did not change. I drove to the Holmes house in my tennis whites. White tank, white skirt, white shoes, hair in a ponytail that was damp at the roots. No makeup. I'd sweated off what little I'd put on that morning. I had nothing on my face except SPF and the flush of physical exertion.

		I told myself I was being practical. The party had already started. It would be rude to be any later.

		I told myself a lot of things.

		The Holmes house was on a side street off Hemlock, a rambling cedar shingle place with a wraparound deck and a pool in the back that had no business being in a town this cold, but Olivia Holmes had opinions about how a house should feel and a pool was apparently non negotiable. Cars lined the street. The sound of music and laughter came from behind the fence.

		Lily and Jenny had driven down together. Jenny had picked up Lily and Hazel in Portland and brought them south. They were already here. My phone showed six texts from Lily, all of which amounted to where are you and Sara keeps asking where you are.

		I parked and walked up the front path. The front door was ajar. I pushed it open.

		Sara was in the hallway.

		She was standing by the staircase talking to a boy I didn't recognize, a tall kid with sandy hair in a football jersey. She was wearing a navy bikini. A two piece, simple, athletic cut. The top was a halter that tied behind her neck. The bottoms sat low on her hips. Over it she had a sheer white cover up, unbuttoned, that did nothing to cover anything.

		She was backlit by the light coming through the open back door and the cover up was translucent and I could see every line of her body through it. The narrow waist. The flat plane of her stomach. The round curve of her hips where the bikini sat. The indent of her navel. The shape of her breasts in the halter top. The strip of skin below her collarbones where water droplets still sat, catching light.

		She heard the door and turned.

		Her eyes found my legs first. The tennis skirt stopped high on my thigh and my legs were bare and lightly tanned from running outdoors and she looked at them. She looked at them the way she'd looked at my chest in the office. Slowly. Deliberately. Her gaze traveled from my shoes to the hem of the skirt to the exposed length of my thigh and then up, over the tank, to my face.

		She did not speak for a full two seconds.

		"Miss Johnson." She swallowed. "Hi. Wow."

		"Maria," I said. "Please."

		"Maria." She said it. The way she always said it. Like a word she was deciding belonged to her.

		The boy next to her looked between us with the polite confusion of someone who senses he is now irrelevant. Sara, without looking at him, said, "Jake, go get a drink. I'll find you."

		He went.

		"I came straight from tennis," I said. "I didn't have time to change. I'm sorry."

		"Don't be sorry. You look..." She stopped. Reset. "The party's out back. Come in."

		She stepped toward me and her cover up shifted and I could see the entire line of her side, the curve of her ribcage into her waist, the swell of her hip, the dimples at the base of her spine. She was wet. She'd been in the pool. Water ran in thin lines down her stomach and into the waistband of the bikini.

		I walked past her. I did not touch her. I walked out to the backyard.

		The party was nice. It was genuinely nice. Sara had invited a mix. Students, a few parents, her mother's friends. There was a grill going. A table of food. A speaker on the deck playing something I didn't recognize. Kids in the pool, water fight in progress. A group of moms in chairs by the fence with wine glasses, which is where I belonged and where I went.

		Olivia Holmes met me at the drinks table. She was taller than Sara, with the same blonde hair gone a little silver at the temples, and she wore a long linen dress and the kind of shell necklace you buy at a craft market and never take off.

		"Maria! Finally! I've heard so much about you from Sara. And Lily, of course. She's an angel. How are you settling in?"

		She talked the way she moved, in loosely connected arcs. One sentence would be about the weather and the next about the book she was reading and the next about a batch of dahlias that had come in wrong. She was warm and scattered and immediately likable, and I spent the next hour in her orbit, drinking a glass of white wine, listening to her talk about the shop and the town and her daughter's college applications, and I relaxed.

		Jenny was on the deck with Hazel and Lily. She caught my eye once across the yard and gave me a small nod that meant: I see you. You're fine. Drink your wine.

		I drank my wine. I ate a burger. I talked to another mother, a woman named Beth whose son played football, about the school's college prep program. I was, for a stretch of the afternoon, a normal woman at a normal party. Sara stayed on the other side of the yard. She was in the pool with the other kids, or on the deck with the music, or running inside for more ice. She orbited the party like she was hosting it, which she essentially was, and she did not approach me.

		She was giving me space. She was doing it on purpose. Letting me settle. Letting me drink. Letting me become comfortable in her house, around her people, in the warm salt air of an Oregon afternoon.

		She was patient. The patience was the most dangerous thing about her.

		The wine made me soft. One glass became two. The sun moved. The crowd thinned. Some of the other parents left. The kids stayed in the pool. I sat in a deck chair and watched the light change over the trees and felt, for the first time since the move, something other than tired.

		Lily appeared. She was in a borrowed swimsuit, dripping, grinning.

		"Mom. Sara says I can stay for dinner. Can I stay for dinner?"

		"Where's Jenny?"

		"She's leaving in an hour. Hazel has a thing tomorrow. But Sara said she'd drive me home."

		"Okay. Yes. Be home by nine."

		"Thanks, Mom. Love you."

		She disappeared back into the pool. I watched my daughter cannonball off the side and come up laughing, and Sara was there in the water next to her, and they were splashing each other, and Lily looked free.

		Jenny found me before she left. She sat on the arm of my deck chair and put her hand on my shoulder.

		"You're staring."

		"I'm watching my daughter have fun."

		"You're staring at Sara."

		"I am not."

		"Maria. I have been watching you for two hours. You have looked at that girl approximately forty seven times and each time your whole body tilts in her direction like a compass needle."

		"That is a significant exaggeration."

		"It's an undercount." She squeezed my shoulder. "Call me tonight. Or tomorrow. But call me."

		She left. Hazel followed. The party contracted. By five it was just the kids and Olivia and me. I should have left. I should have collected Lily and driven home and taken a cold shower and gotten on with my evening.

		Instead I went inside to use the bathroom.

		The main floor bathroom was occupied. Someone's kid, probably. I went upstairs. Sara had pointed me toward the hall bathroom earlier in the day, second door on the right.

		I used the bathroom. Washed my hands. Looked at myself in the mirror. My ponytail was a mess. My cheeks were pink from the wine and the sun. My tank was rumpled. I looked, I thought, like a woman who had been at a pool party all afternoon and forgotten to bring a change of clothes.

		I looked younger than I felt. That surprised me. Without the pencil skirt and the blouse and the armor of professional competence, without the makeup and the blow dry and the careful presentation, I looked like a thirty six year old woman who played tennis and drank wine and had good legs. I looked, and I am not being vain here, I am being honest, pretty.

		I opened the bathroom door and stepped into the hallway.

		Sara was leaning against the opposite wall. Arms folded. Waiting.

		The cover up was gone. She was in the bikini and nothing else, a towel slung over one shoulder. Her hair was down, still damp from the pool, falling in loose waves past her shoulders. She'd taken out the ponytail. She looked different with her hair down. Older. Less cheerleader, more woman.

		Water drops sat on her collarbones. Her stomach was flat and still wet. The navy bikini was darker from the pool water, the fabric conforming to her body in a way that left the specific shape of her visible. The round curve of each breast in the halter. The small peaks of her nipples where the cold water had tightened them against the fabric. The indent of her waist. The slight swell at the front of her bikini bottoms where the wet fabric clung.

		"I've been thinking all afternoon," she said.

		"About what?"

		"About what I want for my birthday from you."

		"Sara."

		"It's my birthday, Maria."

		"Your birthday was in July."

		"This is my school birthday. I get two."

		"That's not how birthdays work."

		"It is now."

		She pushed off the wall. She walked toward me. I stepped backward. My back found the wall behind me.

		"Sara. Everyone is downstairs."

		"Everyone is in the pool. Nobody is coming up here."

		She was close now. Close enough that I could see the goosebumps on her arms from the air conditioning hitting her wet skin. Close enough that I could count the freckles on her shoulders. Four on the left. Three on the right.

		"I want one kiss," she said. "Just one. Birthday present. That's all."

		"Sara."

		"One kiss and I'll let you go. And I won't mention it again. And we can go back downstairs and you can be Lily's mom and I can be Lily's friend and nobody will know."

		"This isn't..."

		"One kiss, Maria. I'm asking nicely."

		I was going to laugh. I was going to say Sara, you're ridiculous and brush past her and go downstairs and find Lily and go home. I was going to do all of those things. I had planned them. I could see the sequence in my head, clear as a storyboard. Step one, laugh. Step two, move past her. Step three, stairs.

		I did not laugh. I did not move. I stood there with my back against the wall and my heart beating so hard I could feel it in my throat, and Sara Holmes leaned forward and pressed her mouth to mine.

		Soft. Her lips were soft. She kissed me the way you'd kiss someone for the first time if you'd thought about it for a month. Careful. Light. Her mouth closed against mine, her breath warm on my upper lip. No tongue. No pressure. Just contact. Her mouth and my mouth and the electric shock of a nerve ending I did not know I had firing all at once.

		It lasted two seconds. Maybe three. She pulled back.

		Her eyes were open. She was watching my face. Reading me. Cataloging. Her lips were wet from the kiss, pink and slightly swollen from the pool or the sun or both.

		"There," she said. "See? Not so..."

		I kissed her.

		I don't know who moved. I don't know if I pulled her in or if I leaned forward or if my body simply abandoned the last pretense of self control and closed the gap, but suddenly my hand was in her wet hair and my mouth was on hers and I was kissing her. Not the careful closed mouth kiss she'd given me. An open mouth kiss. A full, honest, stupid, reckless kiss with my fingers tangled in her damp blonde hair and her bottom lip between my teeth.

		Sara made a sound. A small, surprised, involuntary sound that vibrated against my mouth. Then her hands were on my waist and she was kissing me back and her tongue was warm and tasted like chlorine and something sweet, lemonade maybe, and I was losing my mind.

		Two seconds. Three. Long enough that I could feel the shape of her smile forming against my lips. Long enough that her hands tightened on my waist and one of her thumbs found the strip of skin between my tank and my skirt and pressed there, on the bare skin of my hip, and my entire body lit up.

		I pushed her away. Both hands. Flat against her bare wet shoulders.

		She stumbled back a half step. Her eyes were wide. Her chest was rising and falling. The bikini top had shifted a fraction and I could see the pale skin at the edge of her breast where the tan line began and I looked away.

		"Consider the debt paid." My voice. I did not recognize my voice. "Once. Never again."

		Sara stared at me. Her tongue ran along her lower lip. She said nothing. She was, for the first time since I'd met her, speechless.

		I walked past her. My shoulder brushed hers. I went down the hallway and down the stairs and through the kitchen and out the back door.

		The pool. The music. The late afternoon light. Lily in the water. Olivia at the grill. The world carrying on as if nothing had happened, as if I had not just kissed a nineteen year old girl in her mother's hallway, as if my entire understanding of who I was had not just cracked down the middle like ice in a glass.

		I found Lily. "We're leaving in twenty minutes."

		"But Sara said..."

		"Twenty minutes."

		My voice was firm in a way Lily recognized. She didn't argue.

		Jenny was gone. I had no one to talk to and no one to drive me and no one to look at me and tell me I was insane. I sat on the deck and pressed my palms against my thighs and breathed.

		Sara did not come back downstairs for fifteen minutes. When she did, she was wearing a t shirt over the bikini and her hair was pulled back and her face was composed and she went directly to the pool and sat on the edge with her feet in the water and she did not look at me.

		I collected Lily. We said goodbye to Olivia. I thanked her for the party and she hugged me and said we should do this again and I said yes, definitely, sounds wonderful, and I walked to my car with my daughter and started the engine and drove home.

		In the car, Lily talked about the party and the pool and the girls she'd met and the fact that Sara's twin brother Liam had been there and he was actually cute and he'd asked for her Instagram. I said that's nice and oh really and how sweet and I drove with my eyes on the road and my hands at ten and two and the taste of Sara's mouth still on my lips.

		Cherry. Her lip gloss was cherry. Not strawberry. I'd been wrong in the office. Cherry.

		At home I sent Lily to bed and stood in the kitchen for a long time. I pressed my fingertips to my mouth. I could still feel it. The softness. The warmth. The small surprised sound she'd made when I kissed her back.

		My phone was face down on the counter. I left it there.

		I went to my room. I got into bed. I did not shower. I did not change out of my tennis clothes. I lay on my back in the dark and stared at the ceiling and put my hand on my stomach.

		Cherry lip gloss and chlorine and the shape of her smile forming against my mouth. The wet hair between my fingers. The press of her thumb on my hip. The sound she made. That sound.

		Once. Never again.

		I'd said that. I'd meant it. I was going to hold to it.

		The phone buzzed on the nightstand. I turned my head.

		I picked it up.

		Sara.

		I'm not asleep, Maria. Are you?

		I stared at the message. The cursor blinked. I typed nothing. I deleted the nothing. I typed go to bed, Sara and deleted that too.

		I put the phone face down.

		It buzzed again.

		I can still taste you.

		I turned the phone off. I turned it all the way off, holding the button down until the screen went black.

		I lay there. The dark. The ocean outside. Lily asleep in the next room. The taste of cherry on my lips.

		

	
		Chapter 5

		

		I did not text back. I turned my phone on the next morning and stared at the two messages and then made coffee and stared at the coffee and then drove Lily to school and came home and stared at the kitchen wall.

		I'm not asleep, Maria. Are you?

		I can still taste you.

		I deleted them both. Then I opened the recently deleted folder and read them again. Then I deleted them from there too.

		Work saved me for the first half of the week. The Lofgren presentation was due Thursday and I buried myself in it with the intensity of a woman trying to outrun her own body. Slides. Brand guidelines. Competitive analysis. Color palettes. I sat in my home office from eight in the morning until nine at night and I thought about serif fonts and brand architecture and not, absolutely not, about the way Sara Holmes's mouth tasted.

		Wednesday. Nine forty at night. Lily was asleep. I was in bed with my laptop on my knees, making final edits. My phone buzzed.

		Sara.

		Pick up.

		My heart rate went from resting to racing in the space between the buzz and the read. I stared at the message.

		I'm working, I typed.

		Pick up, Maria. Please.

		The phone rang. Her name on the screen. Sara Holmes. I could decline. I could turn the phone off. I could block her number and go back to my brand presentation and pretend that none of this had happened.

		I answered.

		"Hi." Sara's voice. Low. Quiet. She was whispering. I could hear the soft slide of fabric, sheets or a blanket, and I knew she was in bed.

		"Sara. It's late."

		"I know. I couldn't sleep."

		"You should try."

		"Maria. I can't sleep because I can't stop thinking about you."

		I closed my laptop. I put it on the nightstand. I lay back against the pillows and pressed the phone to my ear and closed my eyes.

		"We need to talk about what happened," I said.

		"I know."

		"It can't happen again."

		"I know you think that."

		"I don't think that. I know that. Sara, I am thirty six years old. You are nineteen. I am your friend's mother. My daughter is your classmate. If anyone found out, if anyone even suspected..."

		"Who's going to find out?"

		"That's not the point."

		"It's a little bit the point."

		"Sara. Listen to me. This is not... I am not... I have never done anything like this. With anyone. Let alone with a..." I stopped.

		"A woman?"

		"A girl."

		"I'm not a girl, Maria."

		"You're nineteen."

		"And you kissed me back. You kissed me back with your hand in my hair and your mouth open and I could feel your whole body shake. That wasn't a woman being polite. That was a woman who wanted me."

		The silence stretched. I could hear her breathing. Soft, regular, patient. She was in no rush.

		"Sara," I said. "I don't know what I am."

		"That's okay."

		"It's not okay. I have a daughter. I have a career. I have a life that I have just finished rebuilding from the ground up and I cannot, I will not, blow it apart because a nineteen year old cheerleader kissed me at a pool party."

		"You kissed me."

		"You started it."

		"I asked for one kiss. A closed mouth peck. You're the one who opened your mouth, Maria."

		She was right. She was infuriatingly, inarguably right. I had kissed her. I had pulled her in by the hair and kissed her like I was drowning and she was air and there was no version of this story in which she was the aggressor and I was the innocent party.

		"Then this is my fault," I said. "And I take responsibility for it. And it will not happen again."

		"Is that a no?"

		My throat tightened. "That's a no."

		"Okay."

		The word hung in the air. Flat. Neutral. I waited for the argument. For the push. For the charming, relentless Sara Holmes persistence I had come to expect.

		Nothing came.

		"Okay?" I said.

		"Okay. I'll hear that. I respect that." A pause. I could hear her adjust her position, the pillow compressing. "But I want you to know one thing, Maria."

		"What."

		"I'm not asking to be your girlfriend. I'm not asking to marry you. I'm not asking you to leave your daughter or your job or your life. I am asking for one night. Whenever you are ready. If you are ever ready. It could be tomorrow. It could be in six months. I will be here."

		My chest ached. The specific ache of wanting something you cannot have and hearing it offered to you with no conditions.

		"Sara."

		"That's all I wanted to say."

		"Sara, I..."

		"Sleep well, Maria. I'm sorry I called."

		The line went dead. I pulled the phone away from my ear and looked at the screen. Call ended. Two minutes and forty seven seconds. The shortest and longest conversation of my life.

		I put the phone down. I picked it up. I put it down again. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes.

		She had let me go. She had heard my no and she had accepted it and she had hung up, and I should have felt relieved. I should have felt the clean sharp clarity of a boundary drawn and respected. This was what I wanted. This was what I'd asked for.

		I felt rejected.

		I felt, against every rational impulse in my body, like I had just been left. Again. Like David at the kitchen table. Not the words, not the circumstances, but the sensation. The click of a door closing. The absence of someone who had been there a moment ago.

		I lay in the dark and thought about that and hated myself for it.

		Sara was good to her word.

		She came by the house on Thursday to help Lily with the English paper and she was pleasant and warm and she said hello to me in the kitchen and she did not flirt. She did not touch me. She did not look at me longer than polite. She sat at the dining table with Lily and they worked for two hours and she made pasta and she cleaned up and she said goodnight and she left.

		Friday. Same. She brought Melissa and Ava and they practiced the cheer routine in the living room and I stayed in my office with the door closed and when they left Sara called from the hallway "Night, Maria!" and the door shut and she was gone.

		The weekend. Nothing. No texts. No calls. No photos of Lily. No casual updates. Nothing.

		She had withdrawn her attention with the surgical precision of a woman who understood exactly what that attention was worth.

		And I, to my horror, found the absence of it more distracting than the presence had been.

		On Monday I came home from a Portland meeting and heard voices upstairs and my body went tight with something I refused to call anticipation. Sara and Lily, working at Lily's desk. Sara looked up when I appeared in the doorway and said "Hi, Maria" with a pleasant smile and went back to the textbook.

		That was it. Hi, Maria.

		I went downstairs and opened the fridge and stared at the contents and closed the fridge.

		This is what you wanted.

		On Tuesday she cooked. Chicken stir fry. She was in the kitchen when I got home and she wore jeans and a sweatshirt that was too big for her, nothing provocative, nothing calculated, and she handed me a plate and asked about my day and listened to my answer and said "That sounds like a lot" and then went upstairs to finish studying with Lily and left at nine.

		She was doing this on purpose. She was showing me what my life looked like without her attention. Without the glances. Without the charged silences. Without the slow, deliberate, devastating campaign she had been waging since the first day in the office. She was showing me the neutral version and letting me decide which one I preferred.

		It was working.

		I caught myself watching her hands while she helped Lily with a math problem. Her fingers on the pencil. The way she held it, loosely, confidently. I looked away when she glanced up. She did not acknowledge the glance. She went back to the problem.

		I caught myself standing in the kitchen doorway listening to her laugh with Lily, and realizing I was not listening for Lily's laugh. I was listening for Sara's.

		I caught myself looking at my phone on Thursday evening and being disappointed that there were no messages from her. None. Not one. She had texted me nearly every day for three weeks and now she had stopped and the silence was deafening.

		Friday night. Jenny drove down. She brought a bottle of pinot noir and a bag of salt and vinegar chips and she sat on my porch in the dark with her feet up and she said, "Talk."

		I told her everything. The hallway kiss. Both kisses. The phone call. The no. The week of polite distance.

		Jenny listened. She ate chips. She drank wine. She let me talk until I ran out of words.

		"Maria."

		"What."

		"You have not stopped thinking about her for a week."

		"I know."

		"Not for one day. Not for one hour."

		"I know, Jenny."

		"You told her no and she respected it and now you're sitting here at eleven on a Friday night telling me about her hands."

		I put my wine down. I looked at my hands. They were holding the glass too tight.

		"That is not a no, Maria. That is a not yet."

		"It is a no. It has to be a no."

		"Why?"

		"Because she is nineteen."

		"Legal."

		"Because she is Lily's friend."

		"Complicated. Not impossible."

		"Because I am not gay, Jenny."

		Jenny put her chips down. She turned in her chair so she was facing me. The porch light caught the silver in her curly hair and the lines around her eyes and she looked, in that moment, like a woman who had been waiting for this conversation for fifteen years.

		"Maria. Honey. Listen to me. You do not have to be gay to want a specific girl. You just have to want her."

		I opened my mouth.

		"You do not have to have a label. You do not have to declare anything. You do not have to march in a parade or buy a flag or download an app. You can just want one person who happens to be a woman, and that can be the whole thing. It doesn't have to mean anything about who you were before. It means something about who you are now."

		"I don't know who I am now."

		"That's fine. Nobody knows who they are. I've been bi since college and I still don't know who I am. The difference is I've stopped trying to figure it out and started letting myself feel things."

		"What if it ruins everything?"

		"What if it doesn't?"

		We sat there. The ocean was loud tonight. Wind coming from the south, pushing the waves higher.

		"What does she feel like?" Jenny asked.

		"What?"

		"When she touches you. When she looks at you. What does it feel like? Don't think about it. Just answer."

		"It feels like the first day of something."

		Jenny nodded. "Yeah. That's what it feels like."

		She left at midnight. I walked her to her car and she hugged me and she said, "Whatever you decide, I'm here. But Maria, honey, don't decide from fear. Decide from want."

		I went inside. I locked the door. I climbed the stairs. Lily was asleep, her light off, Winston's purr audible through the wall.

		My room. My bed. The same ceiling. The same dark.

		I lay there for an hour. Then I slid my hand under the waistband of my pajamas.

		I thought about Sara. The kiss. Her mouth. Her wet hair. The sound she made. The way her thumb had pressed into my hip. Her voice on the phone. I'm not asking to marry you. I'm asking for one night.

		My fingers found the wet heat between my thighs and I closed my eyes and my hips rocked up against my hand and I thought about Sara's mouth and Sara's hands and the strip of tanned waist and the shape of her in the navy bikini and I was so close, so fast, embarrassingly fast, my breath shallow and my back lifting off the bed.

		I stopped.

		I pulled my hand away. I turned over. I pressed my face into the pillow and my hips into the mattress.

		No. Not like this. Not alone in the dark with my hand between my legs like a guilty teenager. If I was going to do this, if I was going to cross this line, it was going to be real. It was going to be with her. Or it was going to be nothing.

		I lay there and I ached and I did not finish and eventually, a long time later, I slept.

		

	
		Chapter 6

		

		Three weeks of polite distance. Twenty one days of Sara Holmes being everything a parent could want their daughter's friend to be and nothing more. Twenty one days of pleasant hellos and friendly conversation and appropriate physical boundaries and not a single glance or touch or word that crossed a line.

		I was exhausted by it.

		Not by the politeness. By the effort of pretending the politeness was what I wanted. By the performance of being a woman who was relieved that a nineteen year old had stopped flirting with her. By the daily, grinding, relentless work of lying to myself.

		I slept badly. I ran longer distances. I played tennis with a ferocity that made my opponent Deb comment on it. "You okay, Maria? You look like you're trying to kill the ball."

		"Just stress."

		"Work?"

		"Sure. Work."

		A Tuesday. Late afternoon. I played tennis after my last Portland meeting, stayed on the court until six thirty because the alternative was going home, and drove to Cannon Beach in my whites with the windows down and the salt air filling the car. I was hungry. Sara had been coming over less often for dinner lately, only once or twice a week instead of three, and the nights she wasn't there were the nights I forgot to cook and Lily microwaved a burrito and we ate in separate rooms.

		I walked through the front door expecting a dark kitchen. Expecting to open the fridge and stare at its contents and close it and open it again, which was what I did most evenings now.

		The house was quiet. Lily's door was closed upstairs. Music played faintly from behind it, something I didn't recognize.

		"Lily? I'm home."

		"Up here!" Lily's voice. Muffled. "Sara's helping me with the AP essay."

		Of course she was.

		I dropped my bag in the hallway. I should have gone to the kitchen. I should have started dinner. Instead I went upstairs because I wanted to say hello, because that was what a polite parent does when a guest is in the house.

		Lily's door was half open.

		Lily was at her desk, headphones in, typing. Her back was to the door. Her head bobbed slightly with whatever she was listening to. She was deep in the essay, the kind of focused immersion that meant she wouldn't surface for an hour.

		Sara was on Lily's bed.

		She wore pink yoga shorts and a cropped tank top. White. Thin. The fabric hugged her chest and ended three inches above her navel, leaving the length of her stomach bare. The yoga shorts were tight, molded to her thighs, the kind that left nothing to imagination.

		She was stretching.

		Her back was to the door. She was on her hands and knees on the bed, back arched downward, her shoulder blades pulled together, her head dropped between her arms. Cat cow stretch. I'd done it a thousand times in yoga. I'd never watched someone else do it and felt my mouth go dry.

		She pushed into the next position. Her back rounded upward, her hips tucking under, the fabric of the shorts pulling tight across her ass. The pink material rode into the crease between her legs and I could see the shape of her there, the soft mound between her thighs, pressed against the cotton.

		I stood in the hallway.

		I should have said hello. I should have knocked. I should have walked in and asked about the essay and been a normal parent and looked at the top of my daughter's head instead of the back of Sara Holmes.

		Sara transitioned to a different stretch. She sat back on her heels, her knees wide apart, and folded forward with her arms extended. Child's pose. The tank top rode up past her ribs. Her spine was a visible line under her skin. Her hips pressed into her heels and the shorts stretched and the line of her thighs parted and I could see the place between them, the crease of pink cotton pressed into the warmth of her body.

		I stopped breathing. I knew I stopped breathing because I felt the burn in my chest and the tightness in my throat and I did not care.

		She moved again. Rolled onto her back. Knees bent. Feet on the mattress. She lifted her hips into a bridge, her pelvis pushing toward the ceiling, her stomach taut, the waistband of the shorts sliding low enough that I could see the sharp line of her hipbone and the pale skin below her tan line. She held it. Three seconds. Five. Her thighs trembled. Then she lowered, slowly, vertebra by vertebra.

		She pulled her knees to her chest and rocked gently side to side, then extended one leg straight up, pointing her toe at the ceiling. The shorts shifted. The inside of her upper thigh. Smooth, unmarked skin that no sun had reached. She grabbed her ankle and pulled the leg closer to her body and the stretch opened her hips and the fabric between her legs pulled tighter and the shape of her there was visible and specific and unmistakable.

		I had been standing in the doorway for minutes. I did not know how many. I had one hand on the doorframe and I was gripping it hard enough that my knuckles were white and I was wet. Not warm. Not vaguely aware of something. Wet. The kind of wet I hadn't been in over a year, a soaking, impossible, humiliating wetness that I could feel against my underwear and that had nothing to do with tennis.

		Sara rolled onto her stomach. Then onto her side. Then she sat up, slowly, and looked directly at the dresser mirror across the room.

		The mirror. Lily's full length mirror, propped against the wall at the end of the dresser. Angled, I now realized, at the doorway.

		Sara's reflection looked at me.

		She waved. A small wave. Just her fingers, curling and uncurling. She was smiling. Not the public smile. Not the pleasant, appropriate, cheerleader smile. A private smile. A smile that said: I know you're there. I've known the whole time.

		She pointed at the mirror with one finger. Then she pointed at her own eyes.

		Caught.

		I walked into the room. My face was on fire. My legs did not feel reliable.

		"Oh, hey!" I said, too loud. "I just got home. How's the essay going?"

		Sara, pivoting seamlessly, looked over at me from the bed as if she'd just noticed me. "Great. She's killing it. The thesis is really strong."

		Lily, headphones in, didn't turn. She waved over her shoulder.

		"Great," I said. "Good. That's great. I'll start dinner."

		I turned and left. I walked downstairs. I went into the kitchen and opened the fridge and pressed my forehead against the door and breathed.

		I stood there for two minutes. Three. The cold air from the fridge washed over my face and I closed my eyes and I could see her on the bed. The arch of her back. The stretched fabric between her legs. The reflection in the mirror. The wave.

		She had done this on purpose. Three weeks of polite distance and then this. The shorts. The stretching. The mirror angle. She had choreographed it. She had performed it for me, knowing I would come upstairs, knowing I would stop in the doorway, knowing I would watch.

		And I had watched. For minutes. Standing there with my hand on the doorframe like a voyeur in a hallway, watching a nineteen year old girl stretch on my daughter's bed, getting wetter with every second that passed.

		I closed the fridge. I put cheese on the counter. Bread. Butter. A can of tomato soup. Grilled cheese and soup. That was dinner. That was the limit of what my brain could produce right now.

		I heard them upstairs. An exchange. Sara's voice, clear and firm. "No, Lily, the second paragraph doesn't support the thesis. You need to restructure."

		"I like it the way it is."

		"It's not about liking it. It's about the argument. If Mrs. Callahan reads this, she'll tear it apart."

		"That's not..."

		"Trust me. Cut the second paragraph and move the quote from page four up. It's stronger."

		A pause. Lily, quieter: "Fine."

		Sara was being a little bossy. A little sharp. Not cruel, but pointed in a way that made me listen from the kitchen with a dim awareness that Sara was performing authority over my daughter, and that the authority was not entirely about the essay.

		Footsteps on the stairs. I pulled the frying pan from the hook and put it on the burner and pretended to be concentrating on melting butter.

		Sara walked into the kitchen.

		She was still in the pink shorts and the cropped tank. Her hair was loose, falling around her shoulders. She came around the island and stood near me, leaning against the counter, her hip cocked against the edge. Close. Not touching. Close.

		"Grilled cheese?"

		"And soup."

		"Sophisticated."

		"It's a Tuesday."

		"It is."

		She picked up the can of tomato soup. Turned it in her hands. Put it down.

		"You like to watch, don't you, Miss Johnson?"

		My hand stopped on the butter knife. I did not move. I did not turn.

		"I don't know what you mean."

		"The mirror, Maria. In Lily's room. I could see you in it the whole time."

		"I just got home. I was coming upstairs to say hello."

		"You were in the doorway for nine minutes. I counted."

		Nine minutes. I'd been standing there for nine minutes. I had lost nine minutes of my life to the back of this girl's body on my daughter's bed and I hadn't even realized.

		I turned to face her. She was right there. Six inches away. Her eyes were warm and amused and certain. Her arms were at her sides. She was not touching me. She was not doing anything aggressive. She was just standing in my kitchen in pink shorts looking at me with an expression that said she already knew the answer to every question I was about to ask.

		"Sara. I told you on the phone. I said no."

		"You did."

		"I meant it."

		"I believe that you meant it when you said it."

		"I still mean it."

		"Then why did you watch me for nine minutes?"

		"I..."

		She took a half step closer. My lower back pressed against the fridge. The handle dug into my spine. I was holding the can of tomato soup in my right hand and it suddenly felt very heavy.

		"I think there's something burning in you tonight, Maria." Her voice was low. Warm. She was not whispering. She didn't need to. Lily was upstairs with headphones in and the door closed and Sara knew that. "I think I can help."

		Her breath was on my neck. Her mouth was an inch from my ear. She was not touching me. Not a single point of contact. She was just there, in my space, in my kitchen, her body radiating heat, and I could smell her. Clean sweat and sunscreen and that green sharpness I could never quite identify.

		"Sara." My voice was thin. "Lily is upstairs."

		"I know where Lily is." Her lips moved against the air near my ear. I could feel the words before I heard them. "That's why I'm not going to do anything right now. That's why I'm going to say goodnight and go upstairs and finish helping your daughter with her essay and then I'm going to leave."

		She pulled back. Looked at me. Her eyes traveled down to the can in my hand and she smiled.

		"Goodnight, Maria. Enjoy your soup."

		She turned and walked out of the kitchen. I heard her bare feet on the stairs. Heard Lily's door open. Heard their voices resume, calm and focused, the essay.

		I stood against the fridge with the tomato soup in my hand and my underwear ruined and my whole body vibrating with a frequency that had no name.

		I made the grilled cheese. I heated the soup. I ate standing at the counter because I didn't trust my legs to carry me to the table. Sara left at nine with a wave from the hallway and a "Bye, Maria!" that was cheerful and innocent and publicly appropriate in every way.

		I washed the dishes. I checked on Lily. I went to my room.

		I did not sleep. I lay in the dark and thought about her body in the mirror and her voice in my ear and I did not touch myself and I did not sleep and by two in the morning I was so aroused that my thighs ached from pressing together and I turned my face into the pillow and said, out loud, to no one: "Fuck."

		

	
		Chapter 7

		

		Sara came back the next day.

		Wednesday. Lily had texted me at lunch to say Sara was coming over to finish the essay and did I mind. I typed of course not and stared at the message for thirty seconds before pressing send.

		I left the Portland office early. I told Pam I had a headache, which was not untrue. I drove south with the window down and my hands tight on the wheel and a feeling in my chest like the hour before a storm.

		I was still in my tennis clothes. I'd played at lunch. A habit now, a daily purge that wasn't purging anything. White tank. White skirt. Cotton briefs underneath. My hair in a messy ponytail, my skin flushed from the match and the drive and the thing I was not admitting I was driving toward.

		I walked into the house at five fifteen. The kitchen was empty. Voices upstairs. Lily and Sara, working. Normal. Fine.

		I put my bag down. I opened the fridge. I closed the fridge. I leaned against the counter and listened to the sound of Sara's voice drifting down through the ceiling, low and even, dictating something about thesis statements, and I thought: You drove home early. You know why you drove home early. Stop pretending you don't know why you drove home early.

		Footsteps on the stairs.

		Sara appeared in the kitchen doorway. The same pink shorts from yesterday. A different top, gray, cropped, loose enough that it shifted when she moved. Her hair was up in a bun. She had a pencil behind her ear.

		She looked at me. I looked at her.

		"Hi."

		"Hi."

		"You're home early."

		"I had a headache."

		She walked to the sink and filled a glass with water. She drank it slowly, her throat moving with each swallow, her eyes on me over the rim of the glass. She set it down.

		"Lily's upstairs with headphones in. She's rewriting paragraph two. She'll be at it for at least an hour."

		"Good."

		"Maria."

		"Sara, we talked about this. You said you would respect my no."

		"I did. I have. For three weeks. But Maria, you watched me in that doorway for nine minutes. I counted."

		"You said that last night."

		"It bears repeating."

		She crossed the kitchen toward me. Not fast. Not slow. She walked with the calm certainty of someone who has been planning this for a long time and is no longer in a hurry.

		"Sara. Stop."

		She stopped. Three feet away. She folded her arms.

		"I want to make you a deal."

		"I don't want a deal."

		"If you're not wet right now, I stop. I walk upstairs. I finish helping Lily with the essay. I leave. I never bring this up again."

		My throat closed.

		"If you are," she said, "then we both already know the answer. And there's no point pretending."

		She was looking at me with those hazel eyes and her chin was tilted up and her body was still and relaxed and she was offering me an exit. A clean, clear, binary exit. If I was not aroused, she would stop. Forever. All I had to do was call her bluff.

		Except it wasn't a bluff. She knew. She had watched me watch her for nine minutes. She had stood six inches from me in this kitchen last night and read my body like a book. She knew I was wet. She knew I'd been wet since the hallway at her mother's house. She knew I'd been wet, on and off, for five weeks.

		"Sara," I whispered.

		She closed the three feet between us. Her hand came up. Slowly. Palm open. She laid it flat against my stomach, over the tank, and I flinched. Not away. Into the touch.

		Her hand slid down. Past my navel. Past the waistband of the skirt. Her fingers found the hem of the tennis skirt and dipped under it, traveled up my bare thigh, warm fingers on the skin of my inner thigh, moving higher. Her eyes never left mine.

		Her fingertips reached the fabric of my briefs. She pressed her hand flat against me through the cotton. Cupped me.

		The briefs were soaked. Not damp. Not warm. Soaked through, the cotton saturated, and when Sara's palm pressed against me she could feel it and I could feel her feeling it and the truth of my body was louder than anything my mouth could say.

		She held her hand there for three seconds. Then she said: "I thought so."

		She kissed me.

		Not the birthday kiss. Not the careful peck. Her mouth found mine with a hunger she had been holding back for five weeks and I tasted it, the restraint breaking, the patience burning away. Her hand was still between my legs, still pressed against the wet cotton, and her other hand came up behind my neck and pulled me into her and I made a sound that was not a word.

		I kissed her back. My hands grabbed the front of her tank and pulled her against me and I kissed her with my mouth open and my tongue against hers and my hips pressing forward into her hand and I did not care. I did not care. I had been careful for five weeks and I was finished being careful.

		She pulled back. Both of us breathing hard. Her lips were swollen. Her cheeks were flushed. Her hand was still between my thighs.

		"Not here," she said. "Someone could walk in."

		She took my hand. She walked me backward. Across the kitchen. Past the island. To the pantry door.

		The pantry was narrow and deep, a walk in closet lined with shelves of canned goods and dry pasta and the boxes of granola bars Lily went through at a rate of one a day. Sara pulled me inside and closed the door behind us. The light was off. The only illumination was a thin strip under the door.

		"Now nobody can walk in."

		It was dark and close and smelled like dried oregano and cardboard. My back was against the shelves. A box of crackers pressed into my shoulder blade. Sara's body was pressed against my front.

		She kissed me again. Slower this time. Deep and searching. Her tongue in my mouth, her hands sliding under the bottom of my tank, fingers on the bare skin of my stomach, traveling upward. She found my bra. A sports bra, still damp from tennis. She pushed it up. Her hands closed over my breasts and I gasped into her mouth.

		"I have wanted to feel these," she said against my lips, "since the office. Since that blouse. Since I put that badge right here." She squeezed my left breast gently, her thumb rolling over the nipple, and I bit my tongue to keep quiet.

		"We have to be quiet," I whispered.

		"We do." She pinched my nipple between her thumb and forefinger and I whimpered. "But I want to hear you."

		"Sara."

		"Shh. Here's how this works." She kissed my jaw. My neck. The hollow below my ear. "I'm going to touch you. If you want me to keep going, whimper once. If you want me to stop, whimper twice. Okay?"

		"This is insane."

		"Is it? Or is it the sanest thing you've done in a year?"

		She kissed me again and her hands left my breasts and slid down my body, over my ribs, over my waist, to the hem of the tennis skirt. She gathered the fabric up to my hips. Then her fingers hooked into the waistband of my briefs and tugged them down. Not all the way. Just enough. Past my hips. Mid thigh. The cotton was wet and warm and the air of the pantry was cool against me and I shivered.

		"God, Maria." Her voice was reverent. Almost shocked. "You're dripping."

		Her fingers found me. The first touch. Her middle finger sliding between my lips, parting the wet folds of my pussy, and I bit down on my own wrist to keep from crying out.

		"Don't bite," she whispered. She pulled my wrist away from my mouth. "Bite my shoulder if you need to. I want your mouth free."

		She pressed two fingers inside me. Slowly. Curling. Finding the spot that David had spent sixteen years looking for and never quite hitting. Sara found it in three seconds. She pressed there and I bucked against her hand.

		"There?"

		I whimpered. Once.

		"Good girl."

		Her thumb found my clit. She circled it. Slow. Deliberate. Featherlight. Her fingers inside me, her thumb on the outside, and the dual sensation was so precise and so knowing that I couldn't stand up straight. I braced one hand on the shelf behind me and knocked over a jar of something that fell but didn't break and neither of us cared.

		She built a rhythm. Two fingers inside, curling against the front wall. Her thumb on my clit, circling, pressing, circling. She alternated. Faster, then slower. Harder, then barely there. She read my body the way she read a crowd, with an instinct that was part talent and part practice and entirely devastating.

		"Tell me," she said.

		"What."

		"Tell me what you want."

		"I want... Sara, I want..."

		"I know. But I want to hear you say it."

		"Make me cum." The words left my mouth before I could edit them. Raw and rough and begging. "Sara. Please. Make me cum."

		She pushed her fingers deeper. The rhythm changed. Faster. More purposeful. Her thumb pressed harder on my clit and the circles tightened and I was climbing, I was climbing, and my hips were moving against her hand and my back was against the shelf and the crackers had fallen and something else had fallen and I did not care.

		"That's it." Her mouth was on my neck. Her breath hot against my skin. "That's it, Maria. Let go. I've got you."

		I bit her shoulder. My teeth sank into the warm skin above the strap of her tank and my orgasm broke. Not built. Broke. Like a wave hitting a sea wall. My whole body seized and then released and I shook against her and she held me, her fingers still moving inside me, her other arm wrapped around my waist, and I came so hard I lost track of where I was.

		My vision whited out. The pantry disappeared. The shelves. The oregano. The fallen crackers. All of it gone. Just sensation. Just the tight, pulsing, rhythmic contracting of my body around her fingers and the deep raw pleasure radiating from my core into my limbs.

		And before the first orgasm finished, before the last contraction released, Sara curled her fingers again and pressed her thumb flat against my clit and I came a second time. A second one. Hard on top of the first. My body convulsed and my knees buckled and she caught me. She held me up against the shelf with her body and her arm and she talked me through it the whole time.

		"Good girl. There you are. Let me hear you. Let me feel it." Her fingers moved slowly now, gently, easing me down. "Yes. Just like that. Just like that, baby."

		My legs gave out. Sara lowered me to the floor. The cold tile of the pantry. I sat with my back against the bottom shelf and my tennis skirt bunched around my waist and my briefs around my thighs and my chest heaving and my whole body trembling.

		Sara crouched in front of me. She brought her hand to her mouth. The hand that had been inside me. Her fingers glistened in the thin strip of light from under the door. She put both fingers in her mouth and licked them clean. Slowly. Her tongue running along each finger. Her eyes on mine.

		She smiled. That smile. The private one.

		She leaned in and kissed me. I tasted myself on her tongue. Salt and musk and heat. She kissed me slowly, thoroughly, and then she pulled back and rested her forehead against mine.

		"Call me when she's asleep," she said. "I want to make you cum again on the phone. I've never done that with a girl before."

		She stood. She straightened her tank. She smoothed her hair. She opened the pantry door and the light of the kitchen flooded in and she walked out.

		I heard her footsteps on the stairs. Heard her voice, bright and normal. "Hey, Lils, paragraph two looks so much better. I'm gonna head out. See you tomorrow?"

		Heard Lily's voice. "Thanks, Sara. You're the best."

		Heard the front door open and close.

		I sat on the pantry floor. The tiles were cold against my bare thighs. My briefs were still around my knees. My tennis skirt was ruined. My lip was swollen where I'd bitten it. My hands would not stop shaking.

		The jar that had fallen was pasta sauce. Ragú. It had rolled under the bottom shelf and come to rest against the wall.

		I sat there and I looked at the Ragú and I thought: I want to do that again. I want to do that tonight.

		I sat there for ten minutes. Then I pulled up my underwear and straightened my skirt and stood on legs that barely held me and walked to the sink and washed my face with cold water.

		Upstairs, Lily typed. Winston purred. The house was quiet.

		I gripped the edge of the sink and stared at my reflection in the window. The woman who looked back at me was flushed and wild eyed and trembling. She was thirty six years old and she had just cum twice on a nineteen year old's fingers in the pantry while her daughter worked upstairs.

		She looked terrified. She looked alive.

		She looked like a woman who had just been woken up after sleeping for a very long time.

		

	
		Chapter 8

		

		Dinner was an ordeal.

		I made the grilled cheese I'd been too demolished to cook the night before. Lily came down at six thirty and sat at the table with her laptop open, still editing, and talked about the essay and the cheer routine and Liam Holmes, who had apparently asked her to a football game on Friday, and I said mmhmm and oh really and that's exciting and I flipped sandwiches and stirred soup and none of it was real. The kitchen was a stage set. The soup was a prop. I was performing the role of Maria Johnson, functional mother, when the real Maria Johnson was still on the pantry floor with her skirt around her waist.

		Three times during dinner my phone buzzed in my pocket.

		I didn't check. Not with Lily there. Not at the table. I ate half my sandwich and pushed the plate away and washed the dishes with hands that trembled when I held them still.

		"You okay, Mom? You seem spacey."

		"Long day. I think I'm getting that headache back."

		"You should go to bed early."

		"I think I will."

		Lily hugged me goodnight at nine. She went upstairs with Winston and her laptop and I heard her door close and the music start and the familiar rhythms of her settling in for the night.

		I pulled out my phone.

		Three messages from Sara.

		thinking about you.

		thinking about you.

		go put her to bed, Maria.

		The last one made me smile. Put her to bed. As if Lily, at eighteen, was a child I tucked in. But the sentiment was clear. Get her out of the way. I want you alone.

		I showered. Stood under the water for twenty minutes. Hot. Then cold. Then hot again. I washed my hair. I washed my body. I ran the washcloth between my thighs and the sensitivity there made me gasp. I was still swollen. Still tender. Still, hours later, aroused.

		The shower did not help. The shower made it worse. The water ran over my breasts and my stomach and my thighs and every inch of skin it touched felt like Sara's fingers.

		I got out. Dried off. Stood in front of the bathroom mirror naked, dripping, and looked at my body. Thirty six. A runner's body. Lean. My breasts sat lower than they had at twenty five but they were still full, still firm enough. My stomach was flat. My hipbones jutted. My pubic hair was trimmed but not bare, a neat triangle of darker blonde.

		Sara had touched this body. Two hours ago. In a pantry. Her fingers had been inside this body and she had made it do things it had never done before. Two orgasms, one on top of the other, so close together I couldn't tell where one ended and the next began.

		David had never made me cum like that. Not once. In sixteen years. The best David had ever managed was a slow, grudging orgasm that felt more like relief than pleasure, like sneezing after a long tickle. What Sara had done in five minutes against a shelf of canned goods had obliterated everything I thought I knew about my own body.

		I put on underwear. White cotton. I put on a t shirt. Old, soft, too big. I got into bed.

		My phone sat on the nightstand. Face up. The screen was dark.

		I stared at it. Ten minutes. Fifteen. Twenty. The ceiling. The phone. The ceiling. The phone.

		Call me when she's asleep.

		I picked it up. I called her.

		She answered before the first ring finished.

		"I knew you would." Her voice. Low. Warm. She was in her room. I could hear the quiet. No music. No TV. Just Sara and her sheets and her breathing.

		"Hi."

		"Hi, Maria."

		"I... I called because I think we need to talk about what happened."

		"We can talk. Tell me how you're feeling."

		"Confused. Scared. Stupid."

		"You're not stupid."

		"I am very stupid, Sara. I let you finger me in my pantry while my daughter was one floor up. That is objectively, categorically, historically stupid."

		She laughed. Not at me. With the warmth of someone who finds the truth delightful. "It was hot, though."

		"It was... yes. It was."

		"I've been thinking about it since I left. I can still feel you. On my fingers."

		I closed my eyes. "Sara."

		"The way your body moved when you came. Your hips against my hand. The sound you made when you bit my shoulder. I've got the mark, by the way. Red. Perfect teeth."

		"I'm sorry."

		"Don't be sorry. I want the mark. I want proof."

		"Sara, we need to..."

		"Maria. Lie back."

		"What?"

		"Lie back. On the pillows. Are you lying down?"

		"Yes."

		"Good. Take off your underwear."

		My breath caught. "Sara."

		"What color are they?"

		"White. Cotton."

		"Take them off."

		I lifted my hips. I slid the underwear down my thighs, past my knees, off my feet. I dropped them on the bed beside me. The air of the room was cool against me. I was bare under the t shirt, lying in my bed, on the phone with a nineteen year old girl.

		"They're off."

		"Good. Now put your hand on your stomach. Just rest it there. Don't go lower. Not yet."

		I put my hand on my stomach. I could feel my heartbeat in my wrist.

		"Where are you?" I asked.

		"In my bed. The light's off. My door's locked."

		"What are you wearing?"

		"Nothing."

		The image hit me like a slap. Sara, naked, in her bed. The same body I'd watched stretch on Lily's bed. The same body that had pressed against mine in the pantry. Bare now. All of it.

		"Okay," she said. "Now. I want you to slide your hand down. Slowly. Past your belly button. Through your hair. Don't touch your pussy yet. Just your hair. Tell me when you're there."

		I moved my hand. Fingers trailing down my stomach. The slight ridge of my navel. The soft skin below it. The edge of my pubic hair. I combed my fingers through it.

		"I'm there."

		"Good. How does it feel?"

		"Warm."

		"Lower."

		My fingers slid lower. Through the coarse hair. Finding the soft, wet folds beneath. I parted my lips with two fingers and the wetness was immediate. I'd been wet since the pantry. I'd been wet through the shower and the drying and the underwear and I was still wet now, slick and hot and swollen.

		"I'm... Sara, I'm so wet."

		"I know you are. You were dripping when I touched you. I've been thinking about that for three hours. About how wet you were. About how you felt on my fingers. Tight, Maria. You were so tight around my fingers."

		I circled my clit with the tip of my middle finger. Gentle. Light. The sensitivity from earlier was still there, a raw tenderness that made every touch feel amplified.

		"Are you touching yourself?" I asked.

		"Yes."

		"What are you doing?"

		"I'm rubbing my clit. Slowly. The way I wish you were doing it."

		"I want to." The words tumbled out. "I want to touch you, Sara. I want to know what you feel like."

		"You will. Soon. But tonight, right now, I want you to cum for me on the phone. I want to hear it."

		I pressed harder. The circle widened. I was using two fingers now, bracketing my clit, sliding them along either side, the sensation building from a warm glow to a steady pulse.

		"Are you close?" she asked.

		"Not yet."

		"Good. Slow down. We have time."

		I slowed. Drew out each stroke. Let the sensation build and recede.

		"Tell me what you're thinking," Sara said.

		"About you. In the pantry. Your hand. Your mouth on my neck."

		"What else?"

		"Your voice. When you called me... when you said good girl."

		"Did you like that?"

		"Yes."

		"Good girl."

		My hips lifted off the bed. Two words and my hips lifted. I pressed my head back into the pillow and my breath came in short, tight bursts.

		"Sara."

		"I'm here. I'm right here."

		"I'm getting close."

		"How close?"

		"Close. If I go any faster I'll..."

		"Don't go faster. Stay with me. Match my breathing."

		I listened. Her breath through the phone. Slow. Even. With small catches on the exhale that told me she was touching herself, that her own fingers were moving, that we were doing this together.

		I matched her rhythm. Slow circles. Building. The tension coiling tighter. My toes curled against the sheets. My free hand gripped the mattress.

		"Maria. When you're ready. Let go. I want to hear everything."

		I circled faster. Pressed harder. My back arched and my thighs clenched and the orgasm built from deep inside me, a different quality than the pantry, slower, rounder, rising like a tide rather than crashing like a wave.

		I came. My mouth opened and I said her name. Not loud. A broken whisper. "Sara. Sara. Oh fuck. Sara."

		My body shook. The orgasm rolled through me in long, deep contractions that made my legs tremble and my stomach clench and I rode it out with my hand between my thighs and Sara's breath in my ear.

		Through the phone I heard her. A sharp intake of breath. A soft, choked "ungh." Then fast breathing, ragged, and a small whimper that dissolved into a long exhale.

		She came. She came listening to me cum and I heard every second of it and it was the most intimate thing that had ever happened to me. More intimate than the pantry. More intimate than sixteen years of marriage.

		Long silence afterward. Both of us breathing.

		"Maria."

		"Yeah."

		"I want to be very clear about something."

		"What."

		"I am not in love with you." Her voice was steady. Honest. "I don't want to ruin your life. I don't want to take you from your daughter or your job or your future. I want this. I want you. For as long as you'll let me."

		I lay in the dark with my hand still between my legs and the phone pressed to my ear and the taste of truth in my mouth.

		"Sara. I don't know what this is."

		"You don't have to. We can find out."

		"I've never... nobody has ever made me feel like this."

		"Like what?"

		"Like I'm awake. Like I've been sleepwalking through my own life and someone just grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me."

		"Maria."

		"Yeah?"

		"That's the nicest thing anyone's ever said to me."

		I smiled. In the dark. By myself. I smiled and my eyes burned and I thought: I have never felt like this in my life. I am thirty six years old and I have never felt like this.

		"Goodnight, Sara."

		"Goodnight, baby. Sleep well."

		The line went quiet. I turned off the phone. I pulled the sheet over my body and I lay in the dark and I listened to the ocean and I did not think about what I had done or what it meant or where it was going.

		I thought about Sara's voice saying good girl and I closed my eyes and I slept.

		

	
		Chapter 9

		

		Two weeks blurred together. Sara in the house. Sara in the kitchen. Sara's voice on the phone at midnight, whispering things that made me press my face into the pillow to keep from moaning loud enough for Lily to hear through the wall.

		We were careful. In the house we performed. Brushes of hands in the kitchen while Lily was at the table, my hip against hers at the counter so brief it could have been an accident. A look across the living room while Lily watched TV, Sara's eyes finding mine and holding for two seconds before she looked away. A single forty second kiss against the laundry room door one evening while Lily was in the shower upstairs. Sara had pinned me there with one hand on my jaw and her tongue in my mouth and I had gripped the doorknob behind me for balance and we had both pulled apart at the same moment, gasping, listening for the shower to shut off.

		I was inventing reasons to be in rooms Sara was in. I would get up to refill my coffee when she was in the kitchen. I would decide I needed something from the living room when she was there studying with Lily. I would walk past the downstairs bathroom when I heard her inside, slowing my steps, listening for the sound of the tap.

		I caught myself doing it. I was appalled. And thrilled. The two emotions tangled together until I couldn't tell them apart.

		Then a Saturday came.

		Lily was in Portland. Jenny had picked her up the night before for a weekend of college application work. Hazel was helping. Jenny was supervising. Lily would be gone until Sunday evening.

		My phone buzzed at nine in the morning. Sara.

		come to the beach with me. just us. all day.

		I was standing in the kitchen in my robe. Coffee in hand. The house was empty. Winston was asleep on the couch. The silence of a house without a teenager in it. No music from upstairs. No footsteps. No chatter.

		I typed back: where?

		secret cove. 20 minutes south. I'll pick you up in an hour.

		I showered. I shaved my legs. I put on a sundress, blue and white, and a swimsuit underneath, a one piece I'd bought at a shop in Seaside. I looked at myself in the mirror for a long time. Too long. I changed the swimsuit. A bikini. One I'd owned for two years and never worn because David had once said it was "a lot."

		I put on the sundress over the bikini and sunscreen on my shoulders and my phone in my bag and I went downstairs and I sat on the porch and I waited for a girl to come pick me up.

		She arrived in an old Jeep Wrangler with the top down. The soft top was folded back and the morning light was gray and cool and Sara was behind the wheel in cut off denim shorts and a white bikini top and sunglasses pushed up on her head. Her hair was down, loose, blowing in the wind that came through the open cabin.

		She pulled into the driveway. She didn't honk. She got out and walked up the path and stopped at the bottom of the porch steps and looked up at me.

		"Hi."

		"Hi."

		"You look beautiful."

		"Thank you."

		"Get in the car, Maria."

		I got in the car.

		She drove south on 101. The ocean was on our right, appearing and disappearing behind the headlands, flashes of gray and white between the trees. Sara drove with one hand on the wheel, relaxed, her other arm resting on the door. She was singing along with something on the radio. Badly. Loudly. Without self consciousness.

		I watched her drive. The way she checked her mirrors. The way she shifted. The way her shoulder moved when she turned the wheel, the muscles in her arm visible under the tan skin. The wind caught her hair and threw it across her face and she pushed it back without looking.

		"Stop staring at me."

		"I'm not staring."

		"You're staring. Your sunglasses are very transparent, Maria."

		"I'm admiring the scenery."

		"That's the same thing."

		I laughed. She grinned. She reached across and took my hand and put it on her bare thigh and I left it there. My palm on the warm skin of her leg. The muscle firm beneath. The fine blonde hair. The edge of her shorts.

		We drove for twenty minutes. Sara turned off the highway onto a dirt road that wound through a forest of spruce and came out at a small parking area above a cove. No other cars. A wooden staircase led down the cliff to the beach. The beach was maybe fifty yards of sand, backed by black rock, enclosed on both sides by headlands. The waves rolled in, white and cold.

		"How do you know about this place?"

		"My mom brought me here when I was little. Nobody comes here. The stairs are too sketchy for tourists."

		The stairs were, in fact, sketchy. Weathered planks and rusty nails. Sara went first. I watched her from above. The shape of her from this angle. The curve of her waist. The small of her back. The round swell of her ass in the cut off shorts.

		She looked back up at me. "Enjoying the view?"

		"Shut up."

		"You have not told me to shut up once in the entire time I've known you. I think that means you're comfortable."

		"I think it means you're annoying."

		"Same thing."

		The beach was cold and perfect. Sara had brought a cooler. A blanket. Sandwiches she'd made that morning, turkey and avocado and something she called her mother's special mustard. A bottle of white wine. Two plastic cups. Grapes. Chocolate. A small Bluetooth speaker.

		We set up. The blanket on the sand. The cooler as a windbreak. Sara took off her shorts and lay on her stomach and the white bikini against her tan skin and the ocean behind her and the gray Oregon sky above and I stood there holding a sandwich and I thought: I have not felt this young since I was twenty two.

		"Sit down, Maria. You're hovering."

		I sat. We ate. We drank wine. The sun came out briefly, a pale disc behind the clouds, and Sara rolled onto her back and closed her eyes and I lay beside her and listened to the waves and the distant cry of gulls and Sara's breathing, which had slowed to the rhythm of someone at peace.

		"When did you know?" I asked.

		"Know what?"

		"That you liked women."

		She opened one eye. "Fourteen. Shannon Delacey. Seventh grade. She sat in front of me in science and she had this hair, this red hair, and when she turned around to borrow a pencil I thought I was going to die."

		"Shannon Delacey."

		"She moved to Boise the next year. Tragic."

		"Have you... how many?"

		"Girls? Two. Both my age. Both from the squad." She rolled onto her side, propping her head on her hand. "Neither of them mattered."

		"Why not?"

		"Because they were scared of it. Scared of being seen. Scared of what it meant. I don't want someone who's scared. I want someone who walks into an office in a cream blouse with two buttons undone and looks at me like she wants me to fix her."

		"I did not look at you like that."

		"Maria. You absolutely looked at me like that."

		I picked up a stone and turned it in my fingers. Smooth and flat and gray. "Why me?"

		"Because you're beautiful. Because you're smart. Because you walked into that office and I watched you wait at the counter for three minutes and you were so patient and so polite and so tightly wound and I thought: I want to take that woman apart."

		I threw the stone at the water. It skipped once and sank.

		"That's terrible form," Sara said.

		"I've never learned to skip stones."

		"Come here."

		She stood. She found a flat stone and put it in my hand and stood behind me. Her body against my back. Her chin on my shoulder. Her hand guiding mine, adjusting the angle of my wrist.

		"Sidearm. Low. Flat release."

		She threw with me. The stone skipped three times.

		"See?"

		I turned. She was right there. Her face an inch from mine. Her eyes, hazel, gold and green in the gray light. She kissed me. Soft. The taste of wine and salt.

		"I like you, Maria."

		"I like you too, Sara."

		"That took you a while."

		"I'm a slow learner."

		We spent the afternoon on the blanket. We talked. We drank the wine. She told me about school, about her plans, about the college acceptance to the University of Oregon that she hadn't told her mother about yet because she was afraid of leaving. I told her about David. About the divorce. About the relief I'd felt when he'd left and the guilt that followed the relief.

		"You spent sixteen years with the wrong person," she said. "That's not your fault. That's just math."

		"It's not math. It's a life."

		"It's a life you survived. You're here now."

		The sun came out again. Warmer this time. Sara peeled my sundress over my head and I let her. I was in the bikini. The one David said was "a lot." Sara looked at me and her face changed.

		"Jesus, Maria."

		"What?"

		"Nothing. Just... Jesus."

		She kissed me. On the blanket. On the beach. No doors. No pantry. No daughter upstairs. Just the two of us and the ocean and the sound of waves and nobody for miles.

		She laid me back on the blanket and kissed my neck and my collarbones and the tops of my breasts where they rose above the bikini. She untied the bikini top with one hand and pulled it away and my breasts were bare in the cold salt air and my nipples tightened and she put her mouth on one and sucked and I arched into her and grabbed fistfuls of the blanket.

		"Sara."

		"Mm."

		"We're outside."

		"I know. Nobody's here."

		"If someone comes down those stairs..."

		"They won't. They never do."

		She kissed down my stomach. Unhurried. Her mouth trailing over my ribs, my navel, the skin below it. She hooked her fingers into the bikini bottoms and pulled them down my legs and I was naked on a beach in Oregon and the sky was above me and Sara's mouth was on my inner thigh.

		She settled between my legs. Her hands on my hips. Her breath warm against me. I looked down and saw her blonde head between my thighs and the ocean behind her and the vastness of the sky and I cried.

		I didn't expect to cry. It wasn't sadness. It was relief. The massive, tidal, overdue relief of a woman who had been starving for something she couldn't name and was finally being fed. Tears ran down my temples into my hair and Sara looked up and her eyes were soft.

		"Maria. Baby. Are you okay?"

		"Don't stop." My voice broke. "Please don't stop."

		She lowered her mouth to my pussy and I felt her tongue, flat and warm, slide the full length of me. From my opening to my clit. Slow. One long stroke. Then again. Then again. She licked me the way you'd lick something precious, something you'd been saving.

		Her tongue found my clit and circled it. Light and precise. She flicked it. Pressed flat against it. Circled again. My hips moved against her face and she gripped them, holding me down, controlling the pace.

		She pushed her tongue inside me. Deep. Warm. The sensation of being entered by softness, by wet heat, was so different from fingers that I gasped. She fucked me with her tongue, slow and deliberate, and her nose nudged my clit with each stroke.

		"Oh God." I was loud. I could be loud here. No walls. No daughter. Nothing but the ocean and the gulls and Sara. "Oh God, Sara. Right there. Don't stop. Don't stop."

		She didn't stop. She sucked my clit between her lips and flicked her tongue across it and I came. My back bowed off the blanket and my thighs clamped around her head and I screamed her name at the sky and the orgasm tore through me in waves that matched the ocean. Deep. Rolling. Relentless.

		She brought me down gently. Soft licks. Soft kisses on my inner thighs. She rested her cheek against my hip and looked up at me with wet lips and wet chin and a smile that was pure satisfaction.

		"Your turn," I said.

		"Maria, you don't have to..."

		"Shut up. Take off your bikini."

		She took off her bikini. She lay back on the blanket. I knelt between her legs and looked at her.

		She was beautiful. The word is insufficient but it is the word I have. Beautiful. Her body was tighter than mine. Harder. The gymnast's build, compact muscle under smooth tanned skin. Her breasts were smaller than mine, firm, the nipples dark pink and stiff from the cold air. Her stomach was flat, defined, a faint line from navel to pubic bone. She was waxed bare. Her pussy was pink and swollen and wet and I could see it, all of it, and my mouth watered.

		I had never done this. I had never touched another woman. I had never put my mouth on a woman's body. I had never wanted to.

		I wanted to.

		I lowered my mouth to her and tasted her for the first time. Salt. Musk. Something else, something sweet and sharp, and the texture of her against my tongue, the soft, wet, swollen folds, the small hard bead of her clit.

		"Slow," she whispered. "Slow. Just there."

		I licked her slowly. I learned her. The way she tasted. The way she moved. The small sounds she made when I got it right. A hitch of breath. A bitten off moan. A shift of her hips.

		"Yes." Her voice was different. Thinner. Less controlled. I had never heard Sara Holmes sound less than fully composed, and now, with my tongue on her clit, she was unraveling. "Yes. Just like that. Maria. Oh. Oh fuck."

		I pressed my tongue flat against her clit and circled. I slid two fingers inside her, copying what she'd done to me in the pantry. She was tight. Wet. Hot. The muscles of her pussy gripped my fingers and I curled them and found the spot and she bucked.

		"Right there. Don't stop. Right there. I'm... Maria, I'm going to..."

		She came. Her hips left the blanket and her stomach clenched and she grabbed my hair and held my mouth against her and I felt her cum on my fingers, the rhythmic squeeze of her body, and I kept going, kept licking, kept pressing, and she rode it out with my name on her lips.

		I pulled my fingers out slowly. I kissed her thigh. I rested my head on her stomach and listened to her heartbeat, fast, slowing.

		"For a first timer," she said, "you are very gifted."

		"Shut up."

		"I'm serious. Maria. That was..."

		"Shut up."

		She laughed. She pulled me up and kissed me and I knew she could taste herself on my mouth and she licked my lower lip and said, "You taste like me."

		We lay on the blanket for a long time. Naked. Wrapped in each other. The clouds moved and the sun moved and the tide came in and we didn't move. I fell asleep. I fell asleep naked on a beach with Sara's arm across my chest and when I woke up the light had changed and the wine was warm and Sara was propped on one elbow watching me sleep.

		"Hi."

		"Hi. How long was I out?"

		"Forty minutes. You snore."

		"I do not snore."

		"A little bit."

		We dressed. We packed the cooler. We climbed the sketchy stairs, Sara first, me second, both of us sandy and salt crusted and wine loose. The Jeep was alone in the parking lot. The trees dripped with mist.

		Sara drove home at dusk. Her hand was on my thigh the whole way. Not moving. Just resting there, warm and certain, her thumb drawing small circles on my skin. The ocean darkened to the right and the headlights cut through the fog and the radio played something slow and neither of us spoke.

		She pulled into my driveway. She killed the engine. The house was dark. Lily wasn't home until tomorrow evening.

		"Are we doing this, Maria?" She was looking at the windshield. Not at me. Her hand still on my thigh. Her voice steady.

		"We're doing this, Sara."

		She turned to me. The hazel eyes. The small, private smile. She leaned across the center console and kissed me. Long and slow and tasting of wine and salt and the afternoon we'd just had.

		"Goodnight."

		"Goodnight."

		I got out of the car. I walked to the front door. I went inside. I did not look back because looking back would mean asking her to come in and asking her to come in would mean a whole night and I was not ready for a whole night.

		Not yet.

		Soon.

		

	
		Chapter 10

		

		Three weeks into whatever this was. That's what I called it in my head. This. I didn't have a better word. Affair sounded tawdry. Relationship sounded official. Fling sounded temporary. So it was this. This thing with Sara. This thing that had colonized my thoughts and my schedule and my body and my phone and every waking hour that wasn't occupied by work or Lily.

		I'd started coming home from the office earlier on the days Sara was tutoring Lily. Not by much. Forty five minutes. An hour. Enough to overlap, to be in the house while Sara was in the house, to steal time.

		We'd developed a system. Sara would come downstairs to "get water" or "start dinner" while Lily worked upstairs with headphones in. I'd be in the kitchen. The window was twenty minutes. Sometimes thirty if Lily was deep in an essay.

		It was reckless. I knew it was reckless. I told myself it was manageable. I told myself we were careful. I told myself the headphones and the closed door were enough.

		The Wednesday it almost fell apart.

		Sara was in the kitchen. I'd come home at four thirty. Lily was upstairs, headphones, music, the essay. The door was closed. I'd heard it close from the bottom of the stairs.

		Sara was wearing a skirt. A real skirt, not the cheer uniform, a short denim thing that buttoned up the front. She'd come from some school event. Her hair was down. She smelled like vanilla.

		We didn't talk. We'd passed the point where we needed to discuss what was going to happen. She walked to me and I backed up against the kitchen counter and she kissed me and I pulled her between my legs and her hand went under my work skirt and I was already wet because I had been wet since I left Portland, since the car, since the anticipation of her.

		She pushed my underwear aside and slid two fingers into me and I gripped the edge of the marble and my head tipped back and she curled her fingers and my hips rocked.

		"Quiet," she whispered.

		"I know."

		Her thumb on my clit. Fast circles. Her fingers inside me, pressing, curling. I was going to cum. The urgency of it, the stolen nature of it, the counter and the kitchen and Lily upstairs, made everything sharper. Brighter. I was going to cum in under three minutes and I bit my lip and closed my eyes and Sara's mouth was on my neck and her fingers were relentless.

		I came. Hard. My body clenched around her fingers and I pressed my mouth against her shoulder and shuddered through it. Silent. Violent. My legs shaking against the counter.

		Sara pulled her fingers out and kissed me and I tasted myself on her mouth and I was still shaking when we heard the footsteps on the stairs.

		Lily.

		Sara stepped back. Two feet of distance in half a second. She grabbed a dish towel from the hook and wiped her hand. I pulled my skirt down and turned to the sink and turned on the tap. Cold water on my wrists. My face was flushed. My breathing was ragged.

		Lily appeared in the kitchen doorway.

		"Hey Mom. Hey Sara. Is there food?"

		"Just starting," Sara said. Her voice was bright and normal and not a single molecule of it betrayed what her hand had been doing four seconds ago. "I was thinking pasta. Sound good?"

		"Sounds great." Lily opened the fridge. She stood next to me. She looked at me. "Mom, you okay? Your face is really red."

		"Hot in here. I was... I turned the oven on. To preheat."

		The oven was off.

		Lily looked at the oven. Looked at me. Shrugged. Grabbed a yogurt and went back upstairs.

		Sara and I stood in the kitchen and did not look at each other for sixty seconds. The tap was still running. My hands were shaking under the water.

		"That was..."

		"I know."

		"If she'd come down thirty seconds earlier..."

		"I know, Maria."

		I turned the tap off. I dried my hands. I turned to face Sara. She was pale under the tan. Her jaw was tight. She was, for the first time since I'd known her, scared.

		"We can't do this in the house anymore," I said.

		"I know."

		"Not when she's here. Not anywhere she could walk in."

		"I know."

		That night, after dinner, I walked Sara to her car. The pretext was that I needed something from the trunk of my car, which was parked next to hers. The street was dark. The porch light was off.

		"Sara. We have to be more careful. We almost. She almost."

		"I know."

		"No. Listen to me." My voice was low and urgent and my hands were trembling and not from the cold. "If she finds out, I lose her. I lose my daughter. You understand that? She is eighteen. She is my child. She will never forgive me."

		"Maria, I know."

		"And if it gets out beyond that, if the school finds out, if the parents talk, I lose everything else too. My job. My reputation. Everything I moved here to build."

		"I understand."

		"I don't think you do. You're nineteen. You've never had anything to lose."

		She flinched. I saw it. A small recoil. Her head pulled back a fraction. Her eyes narrowed.

		"That's not fair."

		"I know. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm scared, Sara."

		"I know you're scared. I'm scared too. But don't... Maria, don't tell me I don't understand loss. I came out to my mother at fifteen and she didn't speak to me for a month. I lost my first girlfriend because her parents found out and sent her to a different school. I know what it costs."

		I stood in the dark driveway and looked at this girl, this woman, this person who was nineteen and had already fought battles I was only now learning existed, and I felt ashamed.

		"I'm sorry."

		"It's okay." She took my hand. Squeezed it. "We'll figure it out."

		"I don't want to lose this."

		"Then we won't."

		I called Jenny the next morning.

		"I need you to come down this weekend. I need to talk to you and I can't do it on the phone."

		Saturday. Lily was at a study session at Melissa's house. Jenny sat on my back porch with coffee and I told her everything. Every detail. The pantry. The phone. The beach. The kitchen counter. The almost.

		Jenny listened. She did not interrupt. She did not laugh. When I finished, she sipped her coffee and looked at the ocean for a long time.

		"Maria. You have two choices. End it. Or get serious about how to do it safely. There is no middle ground where you keep getting lucky."

		"I know."

		"Which one?"

		My throat closed. I took a breath. "I don't want to end it."

		"I didn't think so." She set the coffee down. "Then we make rules."

		We sat at the kitchen table. Jenny opened her phone notes. She typed while I talked and we built the framework. No sex in the house when Lily was on the property. Not upstairs, not downstairs, not in the pantry, nowhere. Use Jenny's spare bedroom in Portland for proper time together. Take Sara up the coast on weekends when Lily was at Hazel's. Be strict. Be disciplined.

		"What about Lily?" Jenny asked. "She's going to figure this out eventually. She's smart."

		"I know. But not yet. Not while she's still in school. Not while she's living in this house. If she finds out, she finds out on my terms, when I'm ready to explain it."

		"Can you explain it?"

		"I don't know. I can try."

		Jenny saved the list. She sent it to me. I sat there looking at the bullet points on my screen, the clinical precision of an affair reduced to logistics, and I thought about what David would say if he could see me now. He'd left me because I didn't make him feel anything. I was sitting at my kitchen table planning covert sex with a teenage cheerleader. Life was strange.

		I texted Sara the rules that night. One by one. The bullet points. The restrictions. The requirements.

		She read them. I could see the typing indicator pulsing.

		Yes. All of them. Anything. Just don't end it.

		I put the phone down. I looked at the ocean through the kitchen window. The evening light was gold and the water was calm and somewhere across town Sara Holmes was in her bedroom reading my rules and agreeing to every one, and I had stopped, somewhere along the way, trying to talk myself out of this.

		

	
		Chapter 11

		

		I lied to Lily.

		I told her I had a brand strategy conference in Astoria. Two days. Friday and Saturday. The company was paying for the hotel. I'd be back Sunday morning. Jenny would check in by phone. There was food in the fridge.

		Lily, who was eighteen and competent and had been lobbying to be left alone overnight for months, was thrilled. "Finally. I'm not a child, Mom."

		"I know you're not."

		"I'll be fine. Sara's coming over Saturday to work on the cheer routine for the pep rally."

		"Okay. Just... be responsible."

		"Mom. Go."

		I drove north on a Friday afternoon in mid November. The coast highway was empty. Rain clouds sat heavy over the headlands and the trees were black against the gray sky and I drove with both hands on the wheel and my overnight bag on the passenger seat and a feeling in my chest like the first day of a new life.

		The bag contained two changes of clothes. Toiletries. A bottle of the perfume Sara liked. Underwear. Nice underwear. Not the white cotton. Black lace. A matching bra. A nightgown I'd bought online three days ago and hidden in the back of my closet.

		I was going to spend the night with Sara. A whole night. Not twenty stolen minutes in a kitchen. Not a phone call in the dark. A whole night, in a bed, with a door that locked and walls that were thick and no reason to be quiet and no reason to rush.

		The hotel was a bed and breakfast on a cliff above the Columbia River. I'd found it online. Small. Quiet. The kind of place where nobody asks questions. I'd booked the room under my own name because I was thirty six years old and I refused to use a fake one.

		I checked in at three. The room was on the top floor. King bed with a white duvet. A fireplace that worked. A claw foot bathtub by the window overlooking the river where it opened to the ocean. The walls were paneled in dark wood. The rug was thick.

		I put my bag on the bed. I opened the window. The air was cold and wet and tasted like salt and rain. I stood there and breathed it in and thought about what I was doing.

		I was thirty six years old. I was a mother. A director. A divorcee. A woman who had been, until two months ago, resolutely, boringly heterosexual. And I was standing in a hotel room in Astoria waiting for a nineteen year old girl to arrive so I could spend the night in bed with her.

		The woman in the mirror looked terrified. She also looked alive.

		Sara texted at four.

		On my way. 40 minutes.

		Okay.

		Maria.

		What.

		I'm bringing the cheer sweater.

		I laughed. Alone. In a hotel room. I laughed until my eyes watered.

		She arrived at quarter to five. I heard the car in the parking lot. I heard the front door of the inn open and close. Footsteps on the stairs. A pause outside the room door. A knock.

		I opened it.

		She stood in the hallway in a green sweater and jeans and boots. Her hair was down. She had a small overnight bag in one hand and a bottle of red wine in the other. Her cheeks were flushed from the cold.

		"Hi."

		"Hi."

		She walked past me into the room. She set the bag down. She looked around. The bed. The fireplace. The bathtub. The view. She turned back to me.

		"This is beautiful."

		"I wanted it to be nice."

		"Maria. This is so nice."

		She kissed me. Gentle. Quick. Then she pulled back and held up the wine bottle. "Shall we?"

		We didn't undress. Not yet. Sara lit the fire while I opened the wine. We sat on the rug in front of the fireplace with our backs against the bed and our legs stretched out and the wine between us. The room was warm. The fire popped and crackled.

		"Tell me about David," she said.

		"Why?"

		"Because I want to understand."

		"David was... David was perfectly fine. He was an accountant. He wore khakis. He mowed the lawn on Saturdays and watched football on Sundays and he was kind and he was reliable and I loved him the way you love a wall you've leaned against for a long time. You don't think about the wall. You just lean."

		"And then the wall left."

		"And then the wall left. For a woman in pharmaceutical sales who made him feel something."

		"What does that mean?"

		"I don't know. I've been asking myself that for fourteen months. Feel something. I thought I made him feel things. I thought we had a life. But apparently a life and a feeling are not the same thing."

		"They're not."

		I drank my wine. "What about you? Tell me about the girls before me."

		"Casey. Summer before junior year. She was on the squad. We made out in the locker room after practice for two months and then she got a boyfriend and pretended it never happened."

		"That's awful."

		"It was high school. Then Emily. Last spring. She was braver. We dated for three months. She told her parents. They pulled her out and sent her to a school in Salem."

		"Sara."

		"It's fine. It was fine. It's the world. It's this stupid small town and these stupid small minds. But it taught me something."

		"What?"

		"Don't chase the ones who are scared. Chase the ones who are brave."

		"I'm not brave, Sara. I'm in a hotel room lying to my daughter."

		"You're here. That's brave enough."

		We drank the wine. The fire warmed the room. The rain picked up outside, drumming against the window. Sara pulled her sweater off. She was wearing a thin camisole underneath, white, no bra. I could see the shape of her breasts through the fabric. The dark points of her nipples.

		She caught me looking. "You can have them. We have all night."

		"Come here."

		She came to me. She straddled my lap, her knees on either side of my hips, and I put my hands on her waist and pulled her camisole over her head and she was bare from the waist up. Her breasts. Small and firm and perfect. I cupped them. She tipped her head back.

		"I've been thinking about this for a week," she said. "The two of us in a room with a lock and no clock."

		I kissed her chest. The space between her breasts. The soft skin over her sternum. I took her left nipple into my mouth and sucked and she rocked her hips against my lap and I felt the heat of her through her jeans.

		"Take me to bed, Maria."

		I stood. I lifted her. She wrapped her legs around my waist and I carried her to the bed and put her down on the white duvet and she pulled me on top of her and we kissed. Slow. Deep. Her hands in my hair. My hands on her body. Learning each other without the pressure of time.

		I undressed her. Jeans first. She wore simple black underwear underneath. I pulled them down her legs and she was naked on the white sheets, her hair fanned out, her body taut and golden and open.

		She undressed me. My blouse. My jeans. My bra. The black lace underwear that I'd bought for this. She looked at them and raised her eyebrows.

		"New?"

		"Don't comment."

		"I'm commenting. These are hot."

		"Shut up and take them off."

		She took them off with her teeth. Slowly. Her mouth trailing down my stomach, her teeth catching the lace at my hip and pulling down while she looked up at me with those hazel eyes.

		We made love on the bed.

		I use that phrase deliberately. I had sex with David for sixteen years. We fucked. We performed. We completed a biological function with varying degrees of enthusiasm and then rolled over and fell asleep. What Sara and I did on that bed in Astoria was something else. Something I had read about in novels and assumed was fiction.

		She started with her mouth. Between my thighs. Slow. Agonizingly slow. She licked me for what felt like twenty minutes, never speeding up, never pressing harder, keeping me right at the edge until I was begging.

		"Sara. Please. Please, I need to cum."

		"Not yet."

		"Please."

		"I have waited two months to have you in a proper bed with no walls and no clock. You are going to wait."

		She made me wait. She brought me to the edge three times and backed off three times and each time I cried out she shushed me and slowed down and the torture of it was exquisite.

		When she finally let me cum I screamed. I screamed so loud the neighbors must have heard and I did not care. My body convulsed and my back bowed and she held my hips down and licked me through it and I came for what felt like a full minute. A long, sustained, rolling orgasm that went on and on.

		She gave me thirty seconds. Then she slid two fingers inside me and curled them and her thumb found my clit and I came again. Shorter. Sharper. My thighs clamping around her hand.

		And then a third time. Her fingers deep inside me, pressing against the spot, and her mouth on my breast, and I came with a sound that was not a word.

		I lay gasping on the ruined sheets. Sara climbed up my body and kissed me and I tasted myself and I pulled her face to mine and kissed her until I could breathe again.

		"Your turn."

		"Maria, I can wait."

		"I don't want you to wait. I have wanted to do this properly since the beach. Get on your back."

		She rolled onto her back. I kissed down her body. I spent a long time on her breasts. She was sensitive there, more than me. When I sucked her nipples she moaned and her hips lifted. I traced my tongue down the line between her abs and found the smooth, bare skin of her pubis and I breathed on her and she whimpered.

		I put my mouth on her. Her taste. Salt and heat and the specific musk of her arousal that I had come to crave. I licked her clit in slow circles, the way she'd taught me on the beach. I slid my tongue inside her and she grabbed my hair.

		"Faster." Her voice was raw. "Please, Maria. Faster."

		I went faster. My tongue on her clit, flicking, pressing. Two fingers inside her, curling, pumping. She was wet. So wet that my fingers slid easily and the sound of them inside her was obscene and we both heard it and neither of us cared.

		She came with my name in her mouth. "Maria. Maria. Oh fuck. Maria." Her body seized and her thighs shook and I held my mouth against her and licked her through it and she grabbed the headboard with both hands and her back arched off the bed.

		I didn't stop. I slowed down. Gentle licks. Soft circles. She came again four minutes later. Quieter. A deep, rolling orgasm that made her whole body tremble and her breath catch and her eyes fill.

		"Are you crying?"

		"Shut up." She laughed. "You're not supposed to be this good at this. You've never done this before."

		"Beginner's luck."

		"It's not luck. You pay attention. You listen. Most people don't listen."

		We lay tangled together for a long time. Then Sara said, "I'm hungry," and I called room service and twenty minutes later we were sitting on the bed in the hotel robes eating cheese and grapes and bread by the fire at one in the morning.

		"Maria."

		"Mm."

		"I'm happy."

		"Me too."

		"I've never been this happy with someone."

		I looked at her. She was sitting cross legged on the bed, the robe falling open at the chest, a grape between her fingers. Her hair was tangled. Her lips were swollen. She looked young and old at the same time. Young in her body. Old in her eyes.

		"Me neither," I said. "And I've had a lot more time to compare."

		"Is that a dig at my age?"

		"It's a compliment."

		"It sounds like a dig."

		"Take the compliment, Sara."

		"Fine. Thank you." She ate the grape. "I want to go again."

		We went again. At two thirty in the morning. Slower this time. Quieter. I was on top. Sara was beneath me, her hands on my hips, guiding me while I ground against her thigh. She watched my face while I came. I watched hers.

		She let herself be soft. For the first time. She let the control slip. I held her while she came and she buried her face in my neck and she shook and she whispered things I could not quite hear but that sounded like promises.

		We fell asleep at four. Tangled together. My leg over hers. Her arm across my chest. Her forehead against my shoulder.

		I had not slept in another person's arms since David. The shock of it woke me twice. Both times I lay in the dark listening to Sara breathe and thinking: This. This is what he meant by feel something. This is what it feels like. I understand now.

		Saturday morning. Gray light. Rain on the window. I opened my eyes and Sara was already awake, lying on her side, watching me.

		"Hi."

		"Hi."

		"Coffee?"

		"Please."

		She put on the robe and made coffee with the machine on the counter and brought two cups back to the bed. We sat against the headboard and drank and watched the Columbia through the window, wide and gray and moving toward the sea.

		"Maria."

		"Mm."

		"I love you."

		I set my cup down. I looked at her. She was staring at the window. Her profile in the morning light. The straight line of her nose. The curve of her jaw. She looked vulnerable. The first time I'd seen her look vulnerable.

		"I'm sorry," she said. "I know I'm not supposed to say that."

		I took her hand. I held it.

		"Sara. Sweetheart. I know."

		"You know?"

		"I know."

		She turned to me. Her eyes were wet. "Is that okay?"

		"Yes. It's okay."

		"I wasn't going to say it. I was going to wait. But this morning, watching you sleep, I just... Maria. I love you."

		I pulled her into me. I held her against my chest. Her face in my neck. Her breath warm. Her heart beating against mine.

		I did not say it back. Not because I didn't feel it. Because I was not ready for the word. The word was a door and I was not ready to walk through it. But I held her and I kissed the top of her head and I said, "I know, Sara. I know."

		We stayed until checkout. We drove home in the afternoon. Sara's Jeep. The top up because of the rain. Her hand on my thigh. The windshield wipers beating. The radio low.

		Neither of us spoke much. It wasn't awkward. It was the silence of two people who have said what needed saying and are sitting with it.

		She dropped me at the cottage. We kissed in the car. Long. Slow. The taste of coffee and wine and each other.

		"When can I see you again?"

		"Soon. I'll figure it out."

		"Maria."

		"Yeah."

		"Thank you. For this. For everything."

		I touched her face. Her cheek. The line of her jaw. "Thank you."

		I went inside. I closed the door. I stood in the hallway with my overnight bag and the smell of Sara still on my skin and I was, for the first time since the divorce, happy.

		Not content. Not managing. Not surviving. Happy. The real thing. The thing David went to Phoenix to find. The thing I'd stopped believing existed.

		It existed. It had blonde hair and hazel eyes and it drove a Jeep and it was nineteen years old and it was the most terrifying, wonderful, impossible thing that had ever happened to me.

		

	
		Chapter 12

		

		November. The trees on Hemlock Street were bare. The rain came in sideways. The ocean turned from gray to steel to almost black on the coldest mornings, and the mist hung low over Cannon Beach until noon.

		I had stopped pretending. To myself, at least. The mirror in the hallway, the first thing I'd hung in this house, reflected a woman who had changed. I could see it in my face. Softer around the mouth. Brighter in the eyes. A looseness in the shoulders that had been rigid since David left. I looked rested. I looked fed.

		I looked like a woman who was getting fucked properly and often and by someone who paid attention.

		The new normal settled into our lives with a stealth that scared me and comforted me in equal measure. Sara was in the house three or four times a week. She tutored Lily. She cooked. She taught the cheer routine. She brought her twin brother Liam around twice, a sandy haired, sweet faced boy who blushed every time Lily spoke to him and who had, to Lily's mortified delight, asked her to the winter formal.

		In front of Lily, Sara was the perfect friend. Warm. Appropriate. Sisterly. She did not touch me. She did not look at me too long. She was a model of the respectful young woman every mother would want in her daughter's life.

		Behind closed doors, in Portland, in Jenny's spare room, in the Jeep on empty stretches of coast highway, in the hotel room in Astoria that we'd rebooked twice, she was something else entirely.

		A Sunday afternoon. Three weeks after the hotel. The cottage was full. Lily and Sara and Jenny and Hazel, all of them on the porch, pumpkin carving. It was Jenny's idea. She'd driven down with Hazel and a box of pumpkins and a set of carving tools and announced that this was happening whether anyone wanted it or not.

		They wanted it. Lily was bent over a pumpkin with a level of focus she usually reserved for AP English papers. Hazel was making hers look like a cat. Sara was carving something intricate, her tongue between her teeth, her hands steady. Jenny was drinking wine and supervising.

		I stood in the kitchen refilling my glass and watching them through the window. My daughter. My best friend. My best friend's daughter. And Sara.

		Sara, who was nineteen and carving a pumpkin with my daughter and wearing one of Lily's hoodies because she'd left hers in the car and who looked, from this angle, from the kitchen window with the afternoon light falling across the porch, like she belonged here. Like she'd always been here. Like she was part of the family.

		Jenny came in for more wine.

		"She watches you when you're not looking," she said, pouring. "I've never seen anyone watch anyone the way she watches you."

		"I know."

		"Do you love her?"

		I picked up a dishcloth. I wiped the counter. I wiped it again.

		"I think so. Yes. I think so."

		"Then you have a problem to solve."

		The problem. The one we'd been avoiding. The one that sat in the corner of every room like a piece of furniture nobody wanted to acknowledge.

		Sara was a senior. She had six months of school left. After that she had an acceptance to the University of Oregon in Eugene. Two hours south. She hadn't decided whether to go. She hadn't decided because she hadn't decided about me, about us, about what this was going to be when the structure that held it in place, the school, the house, the tutoring, the proximity, dissolved.

		Lily was applying to the same school. Lily, who had thrived this semester, who had friends and grades and a boy who liked her, was going to be Sara's classmate in eight months. The geometry of that was insane. My daughter and my lover at the same university. My daughter's big sister figure and her mother's secret.

		Everyone left at eight. Lily went upstairs to call Liam. Hazel fell asleep on the couch and Jenny carried her to the car. The house emptied. Sara lingered.

		"Stay," I said. "We need to talk."

		She sat on the couch. I sat in the armchair across from her. The coffee table between us. The carved pumpkins visible through the window on the porch, their candles still flickering.

		"Sara. You're going to go to college."

		"Maria. No."

		"Yes. You are. You're nineteen. You don't stop your life for me."

		"You're not stopping it. You're the beginning of it."

		"That's a beautiful thing to say and it's also not true. You have a full life ahead of you. A degree. A career. People your own age. Experiences I can't give you."

		"You can give me everything I want."

		"I can give you what I have. Which is a house in Cannon Beach and a job and a daughter and ten years of marriage to the wrong person and all the baggage that comes with it. That is not a foundation for your future, Sara. That is a rest stop."

		Her jaw tightened. "Don't call it that."

		"I'm not diminishing it. I'm being honest."

		"You're being scared."

		"Yes. I am being scared. Because I am a thirty six year old woman who is in love with a nineteen year old girl and that sentence, no matter how you arrange the words, sounds insane."

		She looked at me. "You said you love me."

		I had. I hadn't planned to. It had come out in the middle of an argument, which is apparently how I say important things. Not over dinner. Not in bed. In a fight, sitting across a coffee table, with carved pumpkins outside.

		"I do," I said. "I love you. And because I love you, I am telling you to go to Eugene and get your degree and live your life."

		"Two hours is nothing."

		"Two hours is two hours."

		"We have weekends. School breaks. Jenny's spare room. We've done harder logistics than this."

		"Sara."

		"Maria. I'm not leaving."

		"You are."

		"You can't make me."

		"I can make it very clear that I expect you to. That I need you to. That I will not be the woman who holds you back."

		She stood. She crossed the room. She sat on the arm of my chair and took my face in both hands and looked at me with those hazel eyes, green and gold in the lamplight.

		"Maria. Listen to me. I have wanted you since the first second I saw you. I have chased you for three months. I have cooked in your kitchen and tutored your daughter and driven up the coast in the rain and lied to my mother and planned around your schedule and waited, Sara Holmes who waits for nobody, waited for you to be ready. And now you are telling me to leave?"

		"I'm telling you to live."

		"This is living. You are living. This. Right here. This is the most alive I have ever been."

		"Sara. You're nineteen."

		"Stop saying that like it's an answer."

		I pulled her hands from my face. I held them. Her fingers were cold. She was shaking. Not with anger. With fear.

		"Two hours," I said. "Every weekend Lily is at Hazel's. Every school break. Jenny's spare room. The hotel in Astoria. Phone calls every night. I will be here, Sara. I will be right here."

		"Promise me one thing."

		"Anything."

		"Promise me you won't get bored and end it."

		I pulled her into my lap. She came willingly. Her legs over the arm of the chair, her body curled into mine, her face against my neck.

		"Sara. I have spent thirty six years being bored. I am not bored now."

		She laughed. A wet, choked laugh against my skin. She pulled back and looked at me and her eyes were red and her cheeks were wet and she was still, even now, the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.

		"I love you, Maria."

		"I love you too. Now go to college."

		"Shut up."

		We made love that night. In my bed. The door locked. Lily was at Hazel's. Jenny had taken her on the way back to Portland. A planned extraction. The house was empty.

		Sara undressed me slowly. Every button. Every clasp. She laid me on the bed and covered my body with hers and we moved together in the dark, our skin warm, our breathing tangled. She made me cum with her mouth and then with her fingers and then I straddled her and we pressed ourselves together, her clit against mine, rocking, the wet friction of skin on skin, and we came at the same time.

		I did not know that was possible. I had assumed it was a thing that happened in movies. It was not a thing that happened in movies. It was a real thing that happened in my bed in Cannon Beach with a girl who loved me, and when it happened I grabbed her and held on and we both cried out at the same moment and the sound of our voices together in the dark room was the most beautiful thing I had ever heard.

		We lay there after. My head on her chest. Her fingers in my hair. Her heartbeat against my ear.

		"I'll go to Eugene," she said.

		"Thank you."

		"But I'm coming back every weekend."

		"Every weekend Lily is gone."

		"Every weekend, Maria. I'll figure out the Lily part."

		"We'll figure it out together."

		"Together."

		She was asleep by midnight. I lay awake and listened to her breathe and watched the moonlight on the wall and thought about the months ahead. The planning. The sneaking. The logistics of loving someone you cannot claim in public. The weight of it. The sweetness of it.

		Sara left at dawn. She kissed me in the doorway, soft, her hand on my cheek, and whispered "I love you" and went to her car and drove away, and I stood in the doorway in my robe and watched the Jeep disappear up the hill.

		I went to the kitchen. I made coffee. I stood at the counter with the mug in both hands and the morning light coming through the window and the ocean visible in the distance, gray and vast and constant.

		Lily came downstairs at eight. Pajamas. Messy braid. Winston at her heels.

		"Mom."

		"Yes, sweetie."

		"Are you and Sara dating?"

		The mug stopped at my lips. The coffee burned. I set it down on the counter. I set it down very carefully.

		"Lily."

		She was standing in the kitchen doorway. She was leaning against the frame. She was smiling. Not a suspicious smile. Not an angry smile. A knowing smile. The smile of a girl who has watched and waited and put the pieces together and is not, to my astonishment, upset about the picture they make.

		"Mom. It's okay."

		"Lily, I..."

		"I figured it out a while ago. The way she looks at you when she thinks I'm not paying attention. The way you get when she walks into a room. The way you smell like her perfume on the mornings after she supposedly wasn't here."

		I opened my mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

		"I think she's good for you," Lily said. "I just wanted you to know I know."

		My eyes burned. My throat closed. I gripped the counter.

		"Sweetheart. Are you okay?"

		"Mom. Yes. She's one of my best friends. I just want you to be happy." She crossed the kitchen and put her arms around me. She was taller than me now. When had she gotten taller than me? "You haven't been happy in years and now you are."

		I held my daughter. I held her for a long time. She smelled like sleep and laundry detergent and the specific smell of a girl who is becoming a woman, and I held her and I cried and she held me back and neither of us said anything for a while.

		"Sweetheart," I finally said. "I'm sorry. I should have told you."

		"You weren't ready. That's okay. Sara told me the same thing when I asked her."

		"You asked Sara?"

		"Two weeks ago. She said she loved you and she was waiting for you to be ready to tell me." Lily pulled back. She was smiling. "She also said if I ever told anyone before you were ready she'd make me run laps until I puked. She's a little intense."

		I laughed. Through the tears. A real laugh.

		"She is intense."

		"Is it weird? That she's my age?"

		"Yes. It's weird. It's very weird."

		"Do you love her?"

		"Yes."

		"Then it's not that weird." Lily shrugged with the devastating simplicity of an eighteen year old who has not yet learned to overthink. "Can I have pancakes?"

		I made pancakes. Lily sat at the table and texted Liam and ate four of them with maple syrup and I stood at the stove and flipped batter and my face was wet and my chest was full and the weight I had been carrying for three months, the secret, the lie, the constant grinding fear of discovery, was gone.

		Not resolved. Not over. There would be conversations. Difficult ones. With Lily. With Jenny. With Sara. With, eventually, the world. But the worst part, the hiding, was done.

		After breakfast Lily went upstairs to shower and I went to the back porch. The mist was rising off the water. The air was cold and wet and tasted like cedar and salt. I sat in the Adirondack chair and wrapped my robe around my knees and looked at the ocean.

		My phone buzzed. Sara.

		Are you up? I miss you.

		I typed back, slowly.

		I'm up. Come back. Lily knows.

		Three seconds.

		She knows?

		She figured it out. She's okay. She wants pancakes with you.

		A long pause. Thirty seconds. A minute.

		I'm on my way.

		I set the phone on the arm of the chair. I looked at the ocean. The mist lifting. The water revealing itself beneath, dark and endless and moving. The sound of it. The permanence of it. The way it had been here before me and would be here after me and didn't care either way.

		I am thirty six years old. I have been married and divorced and moved across the state and promoted and terrified. I have been a wife and a mother and a brand strategist and a woman who has never, until now, known what she wanted.

		I know what I want.

		She drives a Jeep. She's nineteen. She makes tuna casserole and she cheers for a school I have no connection to and she calls me baby when she's inside me and Miss Johnson when she's teasing me and Maria when she means it. She has hazel eyes that change in the light and a patience that should be impossible for her age and a certainty about me that I am only now beginning to match.

		She is driving to my house right now. She will walk through the front door and Lily will hug her and she will sit at my kitchen table and eat pancakes and she will look at me across the syrup and the orange juice with those eyes and I will know, the way I know the ocean is there even when I can't see it, that this is real.

		I never knew it could feel like this. I am thirty six years old. I am only just starting.
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