

Their Love Poem

A Deliciously Taboo Romance

After Class Encounter

Room 214, late Thursday afternoon: the air was thick with the hum of the old A/C and the smell of dust resting on the polished seats. The Victorian Poetry class was empty except for Susan and Professor Donovan, who was busy marking papers with a black pen. On the board, Wordsworth’s poem “Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey” was half-erased: “The still sad music of humanity—”.

She waited until the last undergrads retreated down the hall, then slinked from her seat, essay clasped in two trembling hands, and set the pile before him. Her copy was covered in edits and pen scratches along the edges. She’d written it in one night, starting at midnight and finishing at four a.m. with hands shaking from both exhaustion and the desperate, unnamable hunger that kept her thinking of her professor even as she’d scribbled about Wordsworth’s landscapes.

He didn’t look up at first. Just a thin flicker of the eyes, the kind that burned when it landed. “Susan.” The voice was low, but not bored; more like the controlled purr of a predator in tall grass. “You have a question?”

Her face went hot. There was no reason for it. Donovan didn’t do the predatory professor routine. He was around thirty-five, shaped like someone who’d played football in a previous life—broad shoulders, a bit of stubble that hinted he’d never be caught clean-shaven. His blazer had a classic cut, and he wore it over a light blue button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up, forearms muscular and dusted with dark hair.

She cleared her throat and slid the essay across the tabletop. “I wanted to ask about the feedback you wrote on my third paragraph,” she said. “About Wordsworth’s ‘memory theory.’ I’m not sure I — I mean, I think I get it, but I wanted to see if you’d…expand?”

His mouth twitched as if the word had been delicious. He picked up her essay, thumbed through the pages, and then snapped it open to the section she’d marked with a fluorescent tab.

“What exactly did you want me to expand, Susan?”

When he uttered her name, it was like a gentle caress, teasing her senses and leaving her breathless.

She thought about the line she’d written: “Wordsworth’s memory theory is essentially erotic: the recollection of pleasure is always a new pleasure, one that reconstructs and even surpasses the original.” It was a line meant to get a reaction out of him, but now, with his eyes on her, she suddenly wondered if she’d overreached. Still, she was nothing if not reckless.

“You said it was ‘surprisingly astute for a freshman’ but that I’d ‘neglected the darker implications.’ I guess I wanted to know what those are.”

He leaned back in his chair, a deliberate stretch that made the fabric of his shirt pull taut against his chest. “Let me ask you something,” he said. “Do you think memory is creative, or destructive? When you remember something—someone—are you building it up, or tearing it down?”

She had to swallow. She tried to look away from the way his hands toyed with the capped fountain pen, twisting it slowly between thumb and forefinger. “Both, I guess?” she said. “You can’t remember something without, I don’t know, changing it.”

“Exactly.” The word was soft. “Wordsworth was obsessed with the way memory shapes experience. The more you revisit a moment, the less it resembles what actually happened. Eventually, it’s just fantasy, tailored to your own desire.”

He handed her essay back. This time, as he extended the pages, his index finger grazed hers deliberately, and she felt a spark that short-circuited her breathing.

“Look at your third paragraph,” he said, his voice just above a whisper. “You’ve written about the erotic charge of memory, but you’ve left out what happens when that charge fades, or turns poisonous. Nostalgia’s a dangerous thing, Susan. Sometimes it’s better to let the past rot.”

The tips of her ears were burning. She curled her hands into fists against her thighs, fighting the urge to squeeze them together under the table.

He straightened, eyes searching hers for a second longer than necessary. Then he shut his gradebook with a click, tucked his pen into the breast pocket of his jacket, and said, “If you want to talk further, my office hours tonight are open.”

She nodded. “Seven?” The word was barely audible — a squeak.

“Seven,” he echoed, and she saw, for a fleeting second, the edge of a smile—real, amused, and if she wasn’t imagining it, even hungry. “Room 403.”

She gathered her books, clutching the essay in her hand, and walked out, heart hammering against her ribs. As she walked down the hall, she could still hear his voice in her skull: “tailored to your own desire.” The notion rattled inside her all the way up the stairs and out into the fading golden light of the afternoon sun.

She’d planned to kill time before the meeting in the library stacks, but her mind was a jumbled mess of nerves and anticipation, so instead, she slipped into the women’s room by the stairwell. She locked herself in a stall, and pressed her forehead to the cool metal of the door, hoping to relieve the hot flush running through her veins. Susan could still feel the heat where his finger touched hers, and wondered if he’d done it on purpose, or if she’d just wanted it so badly that she imagined he did it on purpose.

Her panties were already damp from that small touch alone.

She fumbled her phone from her bag as she left the stall, and typed out a text to her roommate: Be back late tonight, don’t wait up.

When she hit send, she stared at her reflection in the mirror above the sink. Her fair skin is flushed with desire. She runs her hands through her sandy blonde hair, which cascades gently past her shoulders in waves. The small amount of makeup on her face makes her look youthful. No one would ever mistake her for a Wordsworth heroine, she thought, not with her casual style and warm smile, her comfortable hoodie, and flowered skirt adding an endearing touch to her otherwise sweet appearance. That sweetness is only hiding her complete inability to stop wanting things she wasn’t supposed to want, and right now, what she wanted was to see how far she could push Donovan before he either broke or broke her.

She killed an hour circling campus; the essay growing more crumpled in her fist. By the time the clock over the admin building tolled seven, her heart was fluttering and beating inside her ribcage.

Tonight, she’ll see if this attraction is one-sided and nothing more than the fantasies of a young woman.


Office Hours

Donovan’s office door was propped open. Inside, books were stacked on every surface—spines bristling with sticky notes, Victorian pornographic woodcuts hidden between the leather-bound volumes of Tennyson and Swinburne. There was an empty tumbler on the desk, the heavy scent of Scotch just barely muted by the lemony tang of furniture polish.

He looked up from his laptop and gave her the same slow once-over, this time more openly appreciative.

“Right on time,” he said. “That’s rare in a freshman.”

She shrugged, dumped her bag onto a sagging armchair, and hovered by the door. He gestured to the seat opposite his desk. “Sit. Let’s talk about memory.”

She sat, knees pressed tightly together, hands splayed over the essay in her lap. “Is it okay if I record this?” she asked, only half joking.

He smiled, the corner of his mouth lifting into something wolfish. “Only if you promise to delete it after.”

She pretended to fumble for a recorder, then settled for just staring at him. “So. You think memory’s dangerous.”

“I think desire is dangerous,” he said. “Memory just makes it more so.”

He leaned forward, forearms bracketing the battered desktop. “You know, when Wordsworth wrote Tintern Abbey, he was returning to a place he hadn’t seen in five years. But the poem’s not really about the ruins. It’s about what he brings to them—the guilt, the longing, the impossible wish to recover lost time.” He reached for the essay and tapped the margin. “You understood that. You just don’t realize how personal it is.”

She swallowed. “For you?”

He laughed—soft, but not unkind. “For everyone. No one remembers things as they really happened. We’re always rewriting, making the past fit our hunger.”

She couldn’t tell if he was talking about poetry anymore. “So you think it’s better to let things go?”

He steepled his fingers. “I think it’s impossible.”

The air in the office felt ten degrees hotter than in the hallway. She was acutely aware of every point of contact between her body and the scratchy wool of the chair.

“Did you ever want something you weren’t supposed to?” She asked, and then instantly regretted how childish it sounded.

He didn’t answer for a long time. When he finally did, his voice was hoarse.

“Of course,” he said. “I still do.”

She reached for her water bottle, hands shaking a little. Her lips felt numb.

He stood, came around the desk, and perched on the corner just above her knees. The move was calculated, a precise violation of academic space.

She stared at the scar on his wrist, a thin white line disappearing under his shirtsleeve. “What about now?” she said, barely breathing.

He looked at her, and his eyes were suddenly much older than his age, and exhausted. “That’s the worst part,” he said. “The wanting never stops.”

She wondered if this was the part where she was supposed to pull back, where propriety and fear would reassert themselves. Instead, she heard herself say, “Maybe it’s not supposed to.”

His mouth twitched. “Dangerous thinking.”

She shrugged. “You said it yourself. Desire makes memory dangerous.”

He reached out slowly, as if testing the invisible connection between them. His hand came to rest over hers, hot and heavy, anchoring her in place. His thumb brushed the knuckles, traced the ridge of bone beneath her skin.

She let him. She’d let him do more if he wanted.

They sat like that for a long moment—her hand in his, the hush of the office broken only by the hiss of the radiator and the faint echo of students shouting outside the building.

Then finally, he said, “If we’re being honest, Susan, I think you already know more about memory than you let on.”

She couldn’t help but smile. “Maybe I’m just better at hiding it.”

He released her hand and gently cupped her cheek, lifting her face toward his. Their initial kiss was gentle, more of a soft touch, an unspoken question. The second was more like a pause, lingering and deliberate. By the third, her fingers were tangled in his hair, and she was leaning into him, her heartbeat thundering in her ears.

He pulled away first, a sharp intake of breath. His hand fell from her cheek as if it had been burned. “This is—” His voice was ragged, strangled on the edge of her name. He stepped back, running a hand through his hair, scattering whatever self-control he’d rebuilt over the last minute.

Susan stared at the edge of his desk, the grain of the wood suddenly fascinating. The taste of his lips clung to hers. She wanted to say something clever, or at least functional, but her mouth was a numb, buzzing whiteout.

“I’m sorry,” he said. The words seemed to cost him. “That’s… I shouldn’t have.” He pivoted, leaned both hands on the desktop, and kept his gaze averted.

She wanted to tell him not to apologize, to say she’d wanted it, maybe more than he had. But she just sat there, shoulders cinched, legs crossed at the ankles, and watched him try to gather the shreds of authority he’d managed to lose in one minute flat.

He exhaled and straightened, rearranging his face until it was all crisp lines and campus-issue professionalism again. “We should… You should go. I have a meeting—faculty thing.” He looked at her, but only for a second.

She stood, bag strap slicing into her shoulder, and nodded. Her heart thudded so loudly she was afraid he’d hear it. “Okay,” she said.

At the door, she paused. “Do you want me to…should I not come to office hours anymore?”

He shook his head, jaw tensing, but he couldn’t quite keep the corner of his mouth from trembling. “No. That’s not — I don’t want that.” He hesitated, then, softer: “If you want to. I’d like you to.”

A silence, full and thick, ballooned between them. Susan fidgeted with the strap of her bag, the canvas rough on her palm. She forced herself to meet his eyes and saw, for the first time, something like fear. Or hope. Or both, chewing at the edges.

“Next week, then?” she said. It was a loaded question. She’s asking him for more than what her words imply.

He nodded once. “Next week,” he echoed, sealing it with a look she felt everywhere at once.

She stepped into the hall, drifting down the long, echoing corridor with her head full of hope. The air outside the office was cool, and she breathed it in, hoping to calm the inferno his touch and taste created inside her.

It’s going to be a long week.


Crossing The Line

The week dragged on. The next was worse. Susan counted each day by the growing pile of essays in her backpack and by the sick, hopeful flutter that bloomed whenever she thought about Thursday nights in Room 403. It was office hours by technicality, but after that first time, neither of them pretended otherwise. Donovan had a knack for making her feel at once seen and totally invisible to the world outside, and she couldn’t decide which was more dangerous.

On the second Thursday, she arrived half an hour early and loitered outside the door, biting her thumbnail and reading the same two lines of her book over and over and never absorbing the words.

She’d spent the afternoon fantasizing about what would happen if she just went in and told him everything she wanted. By 6:55, she’d convinced herself to play it cool, even as her pulse made her whole body jitter.

She knocked. He called, “Come in.” His voice sounded different from in class: softer, almost careful.

The office smelled of whiskey and paper. Donovan was hunched over his laptop, sleeves pushed up, shirt collar rumpled. He looked tired in a way that made her want to hug him.

“Ms. Carlisle,” he said, like he was talking to a peer. He closed the laptop and gave her his full attention. “What brings you here tonight?”

She smirked. “Is that what you usually say to your students?”

He didn’t smile, not quite, but there was a shift in his eyes that told her he’d missed her, too.

“Fine. What would you like to talk about?” he said, settling back.

She sat, crossed her legs, and tugged at the hem of her skirt. She’d worn her shortest one on purpose. “The assignment,” she said, and handed him a printout, triple-spaced, full of her own scribbled questions. “Is the reading supposed to be this… suggestive?”

He flipped through the pages. “Rossetti’s not subtle,” he agreed.

“Neither are you,” she said, and immediately wanted to die, but he just set the pages aside and met her stare.

“You know the story, right?” he said. “Temptation, forbidden fruit, the high price of desire. ‘One taste of the apples and you’re never the same.’”

He said apples, but his gaze drifted to her lips. She felt herself flush.

“I think the actual story’s about the aftermath,” he continued, voice dropping. “Once you cross a line, it’s hard to go back.”

Susan’s breathing sped up. She wondered if he could see it—the way her chest heaved against the thin cotton of her shirt.

She tried to sound casual: “So you’re saying curiosity’s dangerous?”

“I’m saying it’s inevitable.” His hand was on the desk, palm open, a few inches from her own.

There was a silence that seemed to last a lifetime.

“I’m not scared,” she whispered after a beat.

He didn’t move. He just said so quietly it barely made the air vibrate, “You should be.”

The next hour was a blur of poetry and code words, every line charged with double meaning. When she finally left, his fingers brushed hers in a farewell that was not an accident.

*****

It became a ritual. Thursday nights, always after dark. Sometimes she brought coffee; sometimes he did. Each time, the office felt smaller; the air growing thicker with sexual tension. She didn’t know what he was waiting for, but she sensed he wanted her to make the first move.

One night, when the campus was locked in a snowstorm and the halls were empty, Susan found him standing at the window, staring down at the orange streetlights below.

“Did you walk here in this storm?” he asked, glancing at her boots.

“I’d walked through worse.”

He turned, and for once looked uncertain, as if struggling to decide how much to let her see. “You’re determined.”

She moved to the desk, her body close enough to his that she could smell the citrus in his aftershave.

“I have to be,” she said, heart thundering. “You keep giving me all these… mixed signals.”

He exhaled. “There’s nothing mixed about them.”

He reached for her, fingers tangling in her hair, and kissed her hard enough that her knees nearly buckled. His hands cupped her face, then slid down her neck, along her collarbone, and for a second, she thought he’d keep going. Instead, he broke away, lips grazing her ear.

“We shouldn’t,” he murmured, but made no move to let her go.

She pressed into him, grabbing fistfuls of his shirt. “I know,” she said, and kissed him again, pouring weeks of fantasy and longing into the wet, urgent clash of mouths.

His hands were everywhere—her waist, her hips, her lower back. She could feel how badly he wanted her. The thought made her bold.

She slipped her hand up his chest, feeling the quick drum of his heart beneath the fabric. He made a noise, low and desperate, and spun her until she was pressed against the bookshelf, her skirt riding up her thighs.

He stopped. He didn’t step away, but he stopped.

“If someone finds us—” His voice was rough. “This could ruin you, Susan. And me.”

She was shaking, but not from fear. “I don’t care.”

“You should,” he said, but his hands on her hips said the opposite. They stood like that, neither daring to go further, for a long, trembling minute.

When he finally released her, it was as if he had to tear himself away.

“Go home,” he said. It wasn’t a command, more of a plea.

She left, her body burning, but when she got back to her room, she found a single text from an unknown number: – Sometimes forbidden fruit tastes sweetest.–D. Her heart fluttered, knowing that what this was between them was inevitable.

*****

The following week, the energy in the office was different. He was different.

She walked in and found him already standing, leaning against the desk with arms folded. The door clicked shut behind her with a finality she felt in her bones.

He didn’t say hello. “Do you like playing games, Susan?” he asked.

She raised a brow, dropping her bag by the chair. “Depends on the game.”

He reached behind her, shut the blinds, and then sat on the edge of the desk. “Tell me a secret,” he said.

She took a few steps forward, closing the gap between them. “Why?”

“Because I asked you to.” His gaze didn’t waver.

She considered for a second, then: “I think about you all the time.” Her voice was steadier than she expected. “And not just in the classroom.”

He closed his eyes for a long beat, exhaling through his nose. “Say more.”

She felt her cheeks go hot. “I think about… what would happen if you kissed me. If you touched me. If you—”

He cut her off, standing so abruptly their chests almost collided. “That’s not a secret,” he said, low. “I can see it every time you look at me.”

She stared at his mouth. “Your turn,” she breathed.

He hesitated. For a moment, she wondered if he would say nothing at all.

Then, quietly: “I dream about you. About you kneeling in front of me. About the taste of your skin.” His knuckles brushed her cheek, lingering on the curve of her jaw. “And then I wake up and spend the rest of the day pretending I don’t want you.”

She shuddered. Her insides were melting.

He traced her bottom lip with his thumb, holding her gaze. “You don’t know what you’re getting into.”

She smiled, teeth grazing his thumb. “You keep saying that like it’s a warning.”

He kissed her again, but this time it wasn’t gentle. His hand slid under her shirt, splaying wide over her ribs. She gasped, feeling his fingers trace the edge of her bra, thumb grazing the skin just beneath. She grabbed at his belt, only for him to catch her wrist and pin it to her side.

“Not here,” he said, voice like gravel.

“Why not?”

He gritted his teeth, jaw flexing. “Because if I start, I won’t stop.”

“Maybe I don’t want you to,” she said.

He groaned, then pressed his forehead to hers, both of them shaking.

“This is going to end badly,” he said, and kissed her again, softer this time, before finally letting her go.

She walked home in the cold, every nerve lit up, wanting nothing more than to run back and beg him to finish what he started.

*****

By the end of the semester, they’d spent more time in that office than in any of her other classes. Their sessions were careful, measured, a battle between appetite and restraint.

He always stopped before it went too far, but Susan learned how to torture him: a graze of her calf against his under the desk, a murmured innuendo, the occasional “accidental” drop of her pen near his feet.

The tension built until it was almost unbearable. She caught him staring at her neck in class, lost in some private hunger. She daydreamed through lectures, thighs pressed together, replaying every word, every secret they’d confessed.

One Thursday, as winter break approached, she arrived to find him waiting by the door, coat on, scarf in hand.

“Walk with me?” he said.

She followed, the two of them ghosts in the empty hallways. He didn’t speak until they were in the parking lot, breath fogging in the cold.

He turned to her, hands buried in his coat. “If you want to stop,” he said, “say so now.”

She didn’t hesitate. “I don’t want to stop.”

He nodded, jaw set. “Neither do I.”

For a long moment, they just stood, letting the silence fill with possibility.

Then, with a look that was half invitation, half dare, he said, “Tomorrow. My office. After classes end.”

And Susan realized she’d never wanted anything so much in her life.

*****

The next day was filled with the agony of waiting. Susan checked her phone every five minutes, rereading the single-line message: “Office, 6:30. The door will be open. — D.”

Classes dragged. She couldn’t focus on anything except the image of Donovan’s hands—how they’d felt on her skin, how they might feel everywhere else. By six, she was already outside the Humanities building, pacing under the falling dusk and the blue-lit lamps that flickered as if in anticipation.

She let herself in at 6:28, careful to walk quietly past the empty lecture halls. Donovan’s office door was half open. Inside, the light was low, a single desk lamp casting everything in amber and shadow.

He stood by the window, hands in his pockets, his tie already loosened. When he turned, she saw in his eyes something she’d never seen before: not uncertainty, not even hunger, but relief. Like he’d been holding his breath for weeks, and now finally got to exhale.

Susan stepped inside. He closed the door behind her slowly, then locked it with a soft click.

They said nothing for a beat. She heard the whir of the old radiator and the faraway clatter of someone cleaning the halls. When she set her bag down, Donovan crossed the room in two strides, caught her face between his palms, and kissed her as if he needed to convince himself she was real.

It was nothing like the careful kisses of before. His mouth was fierce, all teeth and tongue, as though he’d been starving. His hands tunneled into her hair, pulling just enough to make her gasp.

She grabbed his blazer, yanked him closer, grinding up against the hard line of his thigh. He broke the kiss only to press his mouth to her jaw, then down her throat, scraping her skin with his stubble. She shivered—part fear, all excitement.

“You have no idea,” he said, voice ragged against her ear. “How much I’ve wanted this.”

She bit his earlobe. “Show me.”

He laughed, a sound like gravel. He shoved aside a stack of papers and swept her onto the desk, sending pens skittering to the floor. She wrapped her legs around his waist, feeling the heat through her tights.

Donovan hooked his fingers under the waistband, dragging the tights and panties down in one rough motion. She kicked them off, blushing when he paused to look. He knelt in front of her, hands splayed wide on her thighs, and for a second just stared.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, and she nearly burst with the way he said it—not as a compliment, but as a fact.

Then his mouth was on her, tongue circling, teasing, then dipping deeper. She clamped a hand over her mouth, stifling a whimper, hips jerking up to meet him.

He grinned against her, clearly enjoying the effect, and doubled down. His hands kept her wide and helpless, thumbs digging into her flesh. Every flick of his tongue made her vision go white. She clawed at his hair, desperate, whimpering. When her whole body went tight and trembling, he didn’t stop, just held her there until she fell apart, choking back a cry that would have echoed down the hall.

He straightened, mouth shiny, and wiped his jaw with the back of his hand. He didn’t look smug; he looked reverent.

She was still shuddering when he kissed her again, tasting herself on his lips.

“Turn around,” he whispered. “Bend over.”

She did. Her hands trembled as she pressed them to the desk, bracing herself amid the scattered papers. He hiked her skirt up, then paused, running his hand over her ass, kneading, as if memorizing the shape.

She felt the sharp sting of his palm, once, twice, enough to make her squeak.

“Is this okay?” he murmured, gentler now, thumb stroking where he’d left a red mark.

She nodded, unable to speak.

She heard the rasp of his zipper. Then, his hands were on her hips, pulling her back to meet him. The first push made her gasp—he was big, thicker than she’d expected, and it hurt in a way that made her wetter. He took it slow, one hand up her back, the other massaging her waist.

“You’re so tight,” he groaned, voice full of awe. “You feel fucking perfect.”

She tried to look over her shoulder, but he caught her hair and held her there, the tension delicious. Every thrust was a shockwave, building higher and higher. Papers slid off the desk and fluttered to the floor.

When he bent over her, mouth on her shoulder, biting, she came again, this time so hard she almost screamed.

He let go and grabbed her waist with both hands, slamming into her, losing whatever restraint he’d been clinging to. She could feel him getting close—his breathing wild, the way he trembled, the way he whispered her name like a prayer.

At the last moment, he pulled out, finishing all over her lower back. The heat of it shocked her, but she loved it—loved the mess, the proof, the total ruin.

They stayed like that, both bent over and panting, until he finally laughed, a real and broken sound.

“Holy shit,” he said, voice muffled in her hair.

She turned, still dizzy, and kissed him. He swept her into his arms, settling her onto his lap as he collapsed into his office chair. He held her there, her head on his chest, hands stroking up and down her sides.

They didn’t speak for a long time. Only when her breathing calmed did he finally say, “You know this is going to make the poetry readings weird as hell.”

She snorted, burying her face in his shirt. “Worth it.”

He pulled her closer. “We have to be careful. Really careful.”

“I know.”

But as he traced slow circles on her back, Susan thought: she’d risk it a thousand times, just to feel like this again.

After that night, they found a rhythm. They met in the office when they could, sometimes in the backs of lecture halls or the dead-quiet stacks of the library, always aware that the whole thing could blow up if anyone caught them. Susan learned to watch the way he scanned the halls before letting her in, how he kept a perfect poker face in class but sometimes—just sometimes—looked right through her with a flash of heat she felt all the way to her bones.

She loved how deliciously taboo it was. She loved the danger, the way it made everything else seem so dull by comparison.

The night after their first time, Donovan sent her a message: “Need to see you. Same place, tomorrow, 10pm.” She waited until the building was empty, then slipped inside, heart thumping.

He was already there, waiting in the shadows. When she entered, he pulled her close and whispered, “I can’t stop thinking about you.” His hands were less careful now, greedy and sure, and she let herself melt against him, knowing this was what she’d been craving all along.

Later, sprawled together on the battered couch in the graduate lounge, Susan stared up at the water-stained ceiling and said, “This is crazy. If anyone finds out—”

“They won’t,” he said, threading his fingers through hers.

“You don’t know that.”

He squeezed her hand. “I do now.”

She rolled over, propped herself up on his chest. “So we’re just going to keep sneaking around like criminals?”

He smiled, the edge of his mouth quirking up. “Criminals have more fun.”

She wanted to argue, to point out all the ways this could end badly, but she just kissed him instead, slow and unhurried, savoring the way he made her feel—like she was the only thing that mattered.

“We have to be careful,” he said again, more serious this time. “No texts or emails. No—”

“Paper trail,” she finished. “Got it.”

He ran a hand through her hair. “I mean it, Susan.”

She laughed softly. “I know.”

He kissed her forehead, then her mouth. “Good.”

After that, they set their own rules. Only meet after dark. Never leave together. Keep everything hidden behind locked doors and half-truths. It was exhausting, but also exhilarating, like living inside a poem that only they understood.

Sometimes she wondered if he would tire of her, if he would move on the way older men always did, but every time he touched her, every time he called her name with that roughness in his voice, she knew she’d gotten under his skin as deeply as he had under hers.

On the last day of the semester, she lingered outside his office, waiting for everyone else to leave. When she slipped inside, he was waiting, arms crossed, smile barely contained.

She closed the door, locked it, and said, “So. What now?”

He took a step forward, brushing a strand of hair from her cheek. “Now,” he said, “I memorize everything about you. Every line, every sound you make. I remember you exactly as you are.”

She bit her lip, feeling the heat rise up her neck. “Even if it’s dangerous?”

He kissed her gently this time. “Especially then.”

She laughed, wrapped her arms around his waist, and held on as if they had all the time in the world.

She’d always loved poetry. But now she finally understood why every line was about wanting something you were never supposed to have.


Enduring Love

Four years later…

The wedding was held in early June, in a small white church tucked behind a veil of honeysuckle and the last stragglers of dogwood blossoms. Susan’s mother insisted on tradition—peonies in her bouquet, soft candlelight along the aisle, an old friend at the piano for Pachelbel—but even tradition couldn’t quite contain the tremor of newness in the air. It was the newness of a life unspooled, of possibility in every breath.

Susan stood in the anteroom, watching her own reflection in a full-length mirror. She’d never liked the color white, but the dress was simple, with sleeves that floated off the shoulder and a sash tied gently just above her waist. Three months pregnant, she carried a slight bump; the seamstress had murmured about “adjustments” with a kind smile, but Susan didn’t mind the curve. If anything, she liked that it was obvious. She liked the way the fabric draped over her stomach, the way her hands kept returning there as if the child was a secret she wanted to share with everyone.

The door creaked. Donovan appeared, not in a tuxedo but in a dark blue suit, no tie. His hair was longer than it had been that first year, and he’d grown a little softer around the middle, a hint of fullness that made him look safer, less like the illicit dream of her teenage self and more like the man she had chosen for her real life.

“You’re not supposed to see me before the ceremony,” she said, but she smiled.

He shrugged, eyes scanning her from top to bottom and back again. “I think we gave up on most of the rules a long time ago.”

Susan’s mother hovered in the doorway, face flushed and beaming. She wore a pale dress and kept dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief. “They’re ready for you,” she whispered, as if afraid to break the spell.

The church was full of people Susan recognized: cousins from out of state, Donovan’s sister with her two fidgeting boys, even a handful of classmates who had survived the relentless shuffle of post-grad life. They all stood when she entered, but Susan barely noticed. She was focused on the man waiting at the end of the aisle, on his steady gaze and the way his mouth curled up at the edges, just for her.

The minister’s words blurred together. Susan’s mind drifted to the future—afternoons in their small house on the edge of campus, tiny socks and onesies drying on the line, the sound of laughter echoing in a hallway filled with books and old records. When it came time for the vows, she surprised herself by not crying. Her voice was clear, almost strong.

“I promise,” she said, looking into Donovan’s eyes, “to keep choosing you. Even when I’m tired, or when we don’t agree. Even when the world tries to tell us, we shouldn’t have made it this far. I promise to remember what it took to get here. To never let go of that.”

Donovan squeezed her hands. He didn’t read from a card or repeat after the minister. Instead, he said, “I thought I’d spend my life teaching other people about love. You taught me more in four years than I ever learned from a poem.”

She laughed, and the sound made him smile.

After the rings and the kiss and the soft clapping of family, Susan found herself outside in the sunlight, barely able to process the shift from “almost married” to “actually married.” A light breeze fluttered the hem of her dress, and for a moment she stood perfectly still, trying to remember every second.

Donovan approached from behind and slipped an arm around her, resting his hand on the side of her belly. “Does it feel different?” he asked.

“A little,” she said. “A lot.” She covered his hand with her own, pressing it close. The baby kicked, and they both felt it, sharp and real.

They stood like that for a long time until the photographer called them over for a group picture. Donovan kissed her temple and said, “We should probably pretend to like everyone for a couple more hours.”

The reception was in the church basement, which had been transformed by string lights and rented tablecloths and the laughter of people who genuinely wanted them to be happy. The food was simple—fried chicken, potato salad, little chocolate cakes shaped like books—but nobody complained. Susan’s mother had arranged a table for the children, and Donovan spent half an hour teaching the ring bearer how to fold paper airplanes. Susan floated between tables, letting herself be hugged and congratulated and fussed over by aunts she barely remembered.

During the toast, Donovan’s sister raised her glass and said, “I never thought my brother would settle down. I guess all it took was the right person to teach him how to bend the rules.” There was a warm ripple of laughter, and Susan blushed, thinking of all the rules she had broken just to be here.

When the sun started to set, Susan slipped outside to the tiny courtyard, needing a moment of quiet. The air was heavy with honeysuckle and the sharp, mineral scent of rain on hot pavement. She leaned against the church wall, closed her eyes, and breathed deeply.

She heard footsteps and opened her eyes to find Donovan standing beside her, hands in his pockets. “You okay?” he asked.

She nodded. “I think I’m just… happy.” The word felt fragile and enormous at the same time.

He reached out and brushed a stray hair from her face. “You’re glowing,” he said, a little shy.

“I’m sweaty,” she corrected, but smiled anyway.

They stood in silence, watching the sky fade from blue to pink to gold. Donovan took her hand, laced his fingers through hers. “You know,” he said, “there were a lot of days when I thought we’d never get here.”

She looked at him, really looked at him—the lines at the corners of his eyes, the scar on his wrist, the certainty in his gaze. “Me too.”

“But we did,” he said, squeezing her hand.

“We did.”

The first few drops of rain spattered the pavement, and Susan laughed, pulling him toward the shelter of the church awning. “We should go back inside before everyone thinks we ran away,” she said.

He kissed her then, slowly and carefully, like he was still amazed it was allowed. Susan let herself lean into him, feeling the press of his body, the warmth of his hand on her back, the small flutter of life growing between them.

Inside, the music started up—a song she barely recognized, but one that would forever be theirs. She followed Donovan to the makeshift dance floor, their steps clumsy but sure. As they swayed, Susan rested her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes, letting the moment stretch and settle and sink in.

The rest of the night passed in a blur of voices and music and the kind of laughter that leaves you sore the next day. When the last guests trickled out and the church basement was quiet again, Susan and Donovan stayed behind to help clean up, gathering plates and sweeping crumbs from under the tables.

“I thought the bride wasn’t supposed to do chores on her wedding night,” Donovan teased.

“I like things neat,” she said, stacking chairs with one hand and rubbing her belly with the other.

He watched her for a moment, then crossed the room and caught her around the waist. “Let’s go home,” he said.

She leaned against him, letting herself be held.

“Home,” she echoed, and felt the word settle in her chest, warm and right.

As they stepped out into the rain-soaked night, Susan looked up at the sky and whispered a silent thank you for every rule she’d ever been brave enough to break.

The house they bought was only a mile from campus, shaded by a huge willow in the yard and painted a pale blue. Inside, the rooms were crowded with cozy furniture and too many books, but Susan loved it.

They had been married three months when the first real kick came. Susan was in the kitchen, standing barefoot on the cool linoleum, slicing peaches for dessert. She felt a sharp, sudden thump below her ribs and froze, knife poised mid-air. For a second, she thought she’d imagined it. But then it happened again, firmer, unmistakable.

She called out, “Donovan?”

He came in from the living room, shirt sleeves rolled up, reading glasses perched on his nose. “Yeah?”

She set the knife down, guided his hand to her stomach, and waited. The baby obliged with a solid, unmistakable nudge.

“There,” she whispered.

Donovan’s eyes went wide. For a second, he just stared at her belly, then at her, as if he couldn’t quite process that this was real, that something so simple and monumental was happening in his own kitchen.

“That’s—wow,” he said, grinning like a fool. “That’s really something.”

Susan laughed, leaning into his side. He wrapped both arms around her, holding her tight but gently, careful not to press too hard. They stayed like that, swaying slightly, until the peaches started to drip juice down the counter.

That night, after dinner and dishes and a chapter of whatever book they were reading aloud to each other, Susan lay on the couch, head in Donovan’s lap. He traced small circles on her arm, the way he used to do when she was nervous before a test, or when the world felt like too much.

“Do you ever think about how we got here?” she asked.

He snorted. “All the time. I keep expecting someone to show up and tell us we’re doing it wrong. Or that none of this is allowed.”

“Me too,” she admitted.

“But then I remember how much work we put in just to get here. How much we had to fight for it.” His hand drifted to her stomach, fingers splayed across the swell. “How much we could have missed out on had we said no.”

Susan closed her eyes. She remembered the secrets, the late-night rendezvous, the days when it seemed like everything could fall apart with a single email or overheard conversation. But she also remembered the poems tucked in her backpack, the notes slipped under office doors, the taste of his mouth when they were finally alone and free to want each other out loud.

“I’m glad we didn’t give up,” she said.

He bent down and kissed her hair. “Me too. You’re the best thing I ever did.”

She smiled, turning to face him. “Even if I make you get up at three in the morning to bring me pickles?”

“Especially then,” he said, and she could hear the grin in his voice.

The baby kicked again, gently this time, and Susan caught Donovan’s hand and pressed it there, over the place where possibility was becoming a person. They listened to the silence, the ticking of the old clock, and the sound of their own breathing. The future felt close enough to touch.

“I think she’ll be stubborn,” Susan said. “She kicks every time I try to sleep.”

“Wonder where she gets it,” Donovan mused, but there was nothing teasing in his tone, only affection.

They sat together, letting the moment stretch, until the dusk slipped through the window and wrapped them in quiet blue. For the first time in her life, Susan realized she wasn’t afraid of what came next.

She squeezed his hand, and he squeezed back.

“Ready?” she asked, and it didn’t matter what she meant—tonight, tomorrow, the whole impossible future.

He nodded. “Ready.”

In that house, with the sound of a new heart beating just beneath her own, Susan closed her eyes, content in her professor’s arms.

The End.
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