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Body Language

Mika James is handsome, so what’s the problem if she
uses her attributes to seduce rich women? There are worse ways to
keep a roof over her head. After her latest lover calls it quits
for a better offer and shows her the door by telling her she’ll
never do anything of importance with her life anyway, Mika has a
choice to make: keep searching for validation between the sheets or
go back to college and prove she’s capable of more.

Professor Jennifer Long loves her job and she’s
really good at it. Unfortunately, it’s the only thing she has under
control. Her unrewarding yo-yo dieting and her mom’s unending
suggestion that she lose weight because no one will want her the
way she is has killed not only her confidence, but any belief she’s
sexy.

Mika’s struggling with her coursework, but she isn’t
keen on admitting she needs help, even if it’s from the beautiful
Professor Long. When Mika realizes Jennifer could also use some
tutoring—of the hands-on erotic variety—they strike a deal to help
each other. If only their perfect sexy arrangement wasn’t so
dangerous for their hearts.
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Chapter One

Mika James stroked the hardened clit beneath her
tongue slowly.

“Oh yes.” Amanda’s thighs stiffened, and she
clutched at Mika’s hair.

“Mmm. That’s it, baby.” Mika said the words, but
there wasn’t any emotion behind them. She’d been functioning on
autopilot for so long, they were spoken automatically. Taking a
vacation would be nice. Go somewhere I didn’t have to wait on
anyone, either vertically or horizontally. God, had she ever
taken a real vacation? Tired and in no mood to drag things out, she
added another finger and sucked harder, rocketing Amanda into the
orgasm she’d sought since Mika had found her naked and waiting in
her bed. Amanda bucked a few times while calling out her name, and
when she was finished, Mika moved onto her side and pulled Amanda
close. Maybe she could find something in her fridge without mold
for dinner.

“You’re so good at making me come.”

Amanda circled her areola, making her nipple harden.
Mika stilled her hand. “I’m tired, babe.” She’d been on her feet
and running her ass off for seven hours while the restaurant had
been packed with demanding patrons. She’d earned a respectable
amount in tips, but she was exhausted, and the last thing she
wanted to do was have to perform again.

“That’s a shame. I was going to ask for another
round.” Amanda sighed and got up. Once she had her clothes back on,
she glanced over her shoulder. “I need a drink. Want to join
me?”

All she really wanted to do was sleep, but she was
thirsty, and a cup of chamomile tea might help her get there
faster. Mika pulled on the Matouk robe some woman had bought her,
though she couldn’t remember who, and headed to the kitchen while
Amanda went to the sidebar to fix a martini. She glanced around at
the too stark, too minimalist décor. It wasn’t her taste at all,
but there was little she could do since she wasn’t paying for the
furnished apartment that Amanda had set her up in after they’d
started seeing each other. Her saving grace was knowing that once
Amanda’s glass was empty she’d be gone, and Mika could sink into
bed. Alone.

Amanda’s smile looked off, somehow. She used her
toothpick-speared olive to stir her drink, then took a healthy
swallow. “I’m going to miss you.”

“What do you mean?” Her gut churned with foreboding;
the steam from her tea momentarily clouded her vision.

“I’m moving to Nevada. My ex-husband offered me the
opportunity to run the spa he’s opening there, and I said yes. It’s
boring in the corporate world and I need something new.” She played
with the toothpick rather than make eye contact.

“So, that’s it then?” Mika stared across the table.
She’d been sleeping with Amanda for the last however many months
and hadn’t complained about playing escort when they attended
trendy parties for the rich and famous or while enjoying the finer
things Mika liked but could never afford.

“Pretty much.” Amanda clasped her hands on the table
and leaned forward. “We both knew this was a temporary thing. It
shouldn’t come as a surprise, Mika.”

Amanda spoke the truth. Temporary was all she
wanted, though it was usually Mika who called it quits after
growing tired of being looked at as nothing more than a showpiece
in some rich woman’s collection. The sad part was Mika wasn’t that
upset about Amanda leaving. Neither her heart, which was never
involved, nor her head had been into whatever they’d been doing,
but it worked for them both; Amanda cared for no one but herself.
Mika’s time at being a plaything had come to an end and she’d do
what she’d done every other time—move on.

Amanda smiled, but it looked like she was
preoccupied and wasn’t giving Mika a second thought. “It was fun
while it lasted.” She stood and went to the bar to pour herself
another martini. “The rent is paid through the end of the month, so
enjoy it until then.” She waved her hand at the apartment, downed
most of her drink, and pulled on her cashmere mid-calf coat.

“What happened?” she asked. Not that she really
cared, but she wanted to know.

Amanda buttoned her coat before pulling on her
expensive leather gloves. “Nothing happened. I’m moving on
to do something that matters to me besides crunch numbers and smile
at idiots.” Amanda kissed her cheek, and Mika knew she’d left
evidence of her pale red lipstick just like she always did. “You’ll
find another to woo with your talents in the bedroom, not to worry.
The rumor train has likely already started. I’m sure others are
lining up as we speak.”

Because of her partnering arrangements, Mika and the
women she played with moved in the same social circles and they all
knew each other. It was her own fault for being so predictable.
Still, she hated Amanda believing she could read her so well. “Is
that all you think I’m good for? Fucking?” The hypocrisy wasn’t
lost on her, but it still pissed her off. She used her skill in the
bedroom and her charm in public to get what she wanted, and when
she grew bored, she moved on. Someone else making that decision for
her was unexpected and she felt even more insignificant than she
normally did.

“Darling, it’s what you do and what you’re good at.
We both knew what the game was, and now it’s done. Stick with that
and you’ll be fine.” Amanda breezed out the door with a negligent
wave, leaving the scent of Michael Kors perfume and indifference in
her wake.

She stood staring slack-jawed at the closed door.
The one to the apartment she had to vacate in sixteen days. “Great.
Just fucking great.”

She snagged the remainder of the martini and slammed
it down only to end up in a coughing fit. Mika rarely drank. Her
watering eyes and gasps for air were reminders of why. Aside from
hating the taste of alcohol, it served as a painful reminder why
she didn’t do “relationships.” Recovered from the drink, she rubbed
the lipstick from her cheek. Once more, she’d been unable to
emotionally invest in the woman she was sleeping with, and over the
last year, she’d become complacent. It didn’t matter that all her
concubines were either married, or bisexual, or had no desire to
have anything permanent with her. What bothered her most was
Amanda’s parting shot, that this was all Mika was good for. A woman
with nothing to offer other than her skills in the bedroom and a
fun night out.

She wasn’t exactly a prostitute, not that there was
anything wrong with the age-old profession. She never accepted
cash, but neither did she turn away lavish gifts or the expensive
apartments they paid for. She fucked them how they wanted to be
fucked without the need to feel loved, and in return thy plied her
with all the material things she couldn’t afford on her own. It
worked for everyone involved, but as she flopped onto the couch and
stared ahead, she had to admit it was getting old.

This time Mika had been beaten at her own game, and
it sucked, but she couldn’t worry about it. She was too tired to
care. In twelve hours, she was due back at the restaurant, and she
needed to think about her next step. There were a few women who’d
made it clear they were interested, she just had to decide which
one to go for. With a sigh, she stumbled back to bed. At least she
didn’t have a lot of furniture to pack when the time came.

✥ ✥ ✥

Professor Jennifer Long stood at the podium and
smiled. “Any questions?”

Her English majors were eager to leave for the
holiday break, and she wished she had a reason to be as
enthusiastic as they were about the time off. She’d make her usual
short drive to spend time with her irritating and constantly
nagging mother, but she’d be happier to see her sisters and their
children. Jen glanced around at the expectant faces. Not everyone
had a reason to dread time with family.

“Right then. Have a wonderful holiday and enjoy your
time away.” She clicked off the projector and called out as
students began to hustle toward the exit. “Don’t forget your
assignments.” The reminder was met with equal numbers of groans and
laughter.

“See you next year, Professor.”

A variety of similar sentiments were said over
shoulders, and soon the room was empty. She packed her laptop and
checked the time. If she hurried, she could get a fruit yogurt down
before her doctor’s appointment. Jen had dutifully had her
bloodwork done last week and the results would be revealed today.
She didn’t expect anything to change, though she wasn’t sure what
her doctor office’s scale would reveal. It always lied. Her one at
home was kinder.

During the thirty-minute drive, Jen reviewed the
list of questions she wanted to ask. She had a good rapport with
her primary physician and liked her honesty. She pulled her coat
closer as a stiff wind ruffled her hair, and she hurried
inside.

The receptionist smiled. “Good afternoon, Jen.
Looking forward to the holidays?”

“Hi,” Jen said, unsure of the receptionist’s name.
“The break will be nice.” The thought of being under her mother’s
magnifying glass wasn’t top on her list of holiday favorites, but
there were plenty of other things she enjoyed about this time of
year, so she smiled as she handed over her health care spending
card.

“I hope you have a wonderful time,” the woman said,
returning her card and handing her a receipt. “A nurse will call
you in shortly.”

Jen took a seat as far away from everyone as
possible, always feeling as though people were staring at her. Ten
minutes later, she sat on the exam table while a nurse took her
blood pressure.

“One twenty-seven over eighty-two.” The nurse noted
the result in her electronic chart. “Dr. Parnes will be right
in.”

Jen couldn’t remember what her last pressure had
been, but she didn’t think it was alarming. A quick rap on the door
was followed by Dr. Parnes entering. “Hi, Jen. How are you
feeling?”

Her doctor’s voice was soft and put her at ease.
“Good. A little tired. It’s been a hectic semester.”

The doctor glanced up with a cautious smile and she
could only imagine why. She didn’t have to wait long.

“I’ve reviewed your labs and there are a few numbers
that are concerning. Your cholesterol is up a few points, which
isn’t awful, but your A1C is 5.9. You’ve moved into the
pre-diabetic range. Has anything in your diet changed?”

She chewed her lip. She hadn’t been as vigilant as
usual when it came to eating, and the last few months she’d fallen
into the habit of grabbing food that was convenient, rather than
healthy. “I’ve been opting for quick food a bit more than
previously.”

Dr. Parnes nodded. “Hectic lives lead to poor
decisions sometimes, but you can’t afford to let your health
suffer. It’s important you get back into a better range, and your
glucose is 118, so you need to restrict your processed and added
sugar intake as well.”

After a quick exam, Dr. Parnes leaned against the
counter. “I know we’ve discussed your weight before, but in light
of these numbers,” she tapped the screen, “I think we need to
revisit it.”

Jen took a breath, already feeling like a hippo most
of the time. The “body positive” movement was all fine and good,
but a lifetime of stares, pointing, and backhanded giggles did
nothing to change her personal opinion that size did matter
even though it shouldn’t. “I know. I’ve gotten a dog and he demands
lots of exercise.” She’d gotten Brooks to fill the void in her life
of constantly coming home to an empty house. He was great company,
even if they couldn’t have a conversation.

The doctor smiled. “That’s wonderful. How old and
what breed?”

“A very rambunctious six-month-old German shepherd.”
Really, she should take him out more, but she was so tired at night
she barely made it once around the block before calling it
quits.

“Oh, yeah, that breed loves exercise, and it will do
you both good to be moving.”

“Does anything in the numbers explain why I’m so
damn tired, aside from my schedule?” Over the last three or four
months, her energy level had waned dramatically.

Dr. Parnes shared a knowing grin. “You mean aside
from the extended darkness and gray days?” She scrolled through
screens, then pointed. “Your vitamin D level is on the lower side
of normal. Start taking one thousand units a day with a meal. If
that’s part of the problem, you should see a difference after a few
weeks.”

They talked strategies for controlling her weight
and food choices. “If I don’t see your A1C lower in two months, you
may need to start on oral medication. Diabetes isn’t something you
can ignore and hope it goes away.”

Jen was a deflated balloon as she sat in her car,
not sure if she should cry or go on with her day. Yes, she should
exercise more, but she also didn’t overeat, and what she did eat
wasn’t always the worst choice. She’d been on so many diets over
the years she’d lost count, and here she was—faced once again with
the issue of her weight. And now there was the added stress of
possible diabetes. Wishing she had a partner who could help her
face the challenge of an uncertain future, Jen shook her head. A
partner wasn’t likely in her near or distant future. She was going
to have to handle this on her own, just like she had every other
difficult situation that had come her way, and she’d definitely had
her share of those.


Chapter Two

Mika bit the bullet and pressed the speed number.
“Hey, Rob.” She winced at the false, upbeat timbre of her voice.
She rarely called her older brother without a reason, and it
usually meant she was in a situation she wasn’t sure how to get out
of. It was a change she definitely needed to make in her life.

“Hi, sis. Not that I’m not happy to hear from you,
but I have to ask what’s happened now?”

“That’s sad, even though it’s true.” She grabbed her
tea and dropped into her gaming chair—the most comfortable, and
comforting—seat she owned. Aside from the antique writing desk
she’d found at a garage sale, she had little else in the way of her
own furniture.

Rob laughed. “And I still love you.” Papers rustled
in the background. “So,” he drew the word out. “What’s the reason
for your call?”

“You’re busy. I can call another time.” Guilt washed
over her. She should figure out what to do on her own for a
change.

“Mike. You’re my sister. Just tell me.”

She smiled at the childhood name he still used. When
they were kids and Mika had insisted she could hang with the boys
and play just as hard as they did, he’d started using the nickname,
telling her if she wanted to hang with him and his friends, she’d
have to have a name to match. After explaining the latest
development in her roller coaster relationship, Rob chuckled.

“You win over beautiful, rich women like I win
cases, but somehow it never ends as well. What do you need?”

Mika wanted her independence, but she wasn’t sure
what it would—or should—look like. “The name of someone who can
find me an apartment for starters.” Real estate wasn’t cheap, but
at least she was near a college town with a lot of options out
there. She just had to find one she could afford on her own. It was
the only step to independence she’d come up with. She could always
take another shift if she had to.

“Easy enough. Then what?”

She ran a hand over her face. “Shit. I don’t know.
I’ve never been good at far-thinking stuff.” She barely thought
about tomorrow unless forced to. Mika went through life flying by
the seat of her pants one day at a time. If she examined her
decision-making skills, there wouldn’t be much to brag about.

“Yeah, I know. Don’t you think it’s time? You aren’t
getting any younger. I’d bet money you don’t want to be a kept
woman forever.”

“You make it sound like I’m a cheap trick.” Mika
wasn’t sure if she was angry, hurt, or both.

“If the shoe fits…”

Her eyes stung. Rob had a way of making her see
reality regardless of whether or not she wanted to. “Rob—” Her
voice broke. She didn’t have a response to debunk what was
apparent.

“I’m sorry, sis. I just want to see you do better
and I know you can, even if you doubt yourself. What about that
degree you’ve talked about getting? Maybe it’s the perfect time to
work on getting it.”

Mika hadn’t thought about the subject that came up
every couple of years, usually following a breakup, but one she’d
never carried through on. She groaned. “I did so well the last
time, I’m not sure I could handle the success.”

“You may not think you’ll manage to get
through it, but I know you can do anything you put your mind to.
Don’t sell yourself short like you always do. For once in your
life, go for it.”

Mika promised she’d give it serious
consideration.

Two hours later, she scrolled through the listings
Rob’s friend had sent her on studio and one-bedroom apartments. She
needed to make an appointment to see a few of them because pictures
weren’t always representative of actual spaces. She’d found that
out the hard way when a co-worker suggested a dating site and she’d
met up with a woman who had used someone else’s picture. The women
she dated didn’t have to be drop-dead gorgeous, but she wasn’t
about to date someone who looked like her mother. As she typed an
email to the Realtor, her brother’s voice echoed in her head.

Isn’t it time you do something for you, rather than
always serving others?

Mika hadn’t wanted to admit it, but it was clear a
change was necessary. Fear of failing had kept her in the rut of
female seduction and dependency, a place where she was comfortable
and successful. Until she grew restless and she ended things
anyway. She clicked on a link. It was time.

✥ ✥ ✥

Jen stood in the doorway to the kitchen trying to
not flinch under her mother’s hard stare. Her mother had barely
said hello before evaluating if there was a noticeable change in
her weight.

“I thought you were going for walks now that you had
a dog.”

“It’s nice to see you too, Mother,” Jen said as she
settled onto one of the uncomfortable stools her mother had
insisted on buying because they were in style. “For your
information, Brooks and I walk several times a day.” She eyed the
bowl of fruit and picked up an apple, rubbing it on her sleeve to
bring out the shine. She’d been practically starving herself for
more than two weeks, even before the doctor appointment, in hopes
of dropping some weight, but the scale had barely registered a
difference.

“You won’t see any results if you don’t work at it,
and that means more than a few minutes at a time. If you can’t
afford one, I can have my personal trainer meet with you.”

“Can we not do this right now? I came to spend time
with my family, not listen to what’s wrong with me and why I’m not
married, though you all know I have no desire to go down that
road.”

Her younger sister, Karlee, came to her defense.
“Jen’s right, Mom. We’re all here to enjoy each other and catch up,
not criticize.” Karlee gave her a knowing look. They’d had a
heart-to-heart a few months ago, and Karlee knew how much Jen
suffered from low self-esteem when it came to her body, especially
after all of her mother’s nagging insistence that she’d never be
happy if she continued to be a woman of size, or as others put
it—fat. Her sister said none of that mattered, but what did
matter was Karlee’s ability to see there wasn’t anything, or
anyone, exciting in her life. Her concern was about Jen being
lonely, but Jen shied away from dating because she never felt
desirable or worthy of someone’s attention. She’d been down that
road once and didn’t care to go through the pain again, even if she
was lonely.

“Fine, but don’t come crying when you realize you’ve
wasted all this time.”

Jen fought against the feelings of inadequacy that
assaulted her every time she came to see her mother, but she was
grateful her childhood home wasn’t the only place the sting of
inadequacy brushed like fine sandpaper against her skin, otherwise
she’d never come back. If it weren’t for her sisters and their
children, she’d have even less reason to return. Heat rose in her
cheeks, and her mother’s gaze softened.

“When your nieces and nephew arrive, I’m sure
they’ll want you to read with them. They love your stories.”

Her mother’s kinder words tugged at her heart and
she took a calming breath. The tradition she’d started when they
were just babies made her happy. This year she’d brought, “Yes,
Virginia, There is a Santa Claus.” It had been one of her favorites
when she was young because her grandfather had read it to her while
her sister was too busy playing house.

Karlee gave her a hug and whispered. “Be happy being
you, sis.”

Jen hugged her back. “I’m trying.” Bonnie rushed in
at that moment, with all the kids in tow.

“Auntie Jen, Auntie Jen!” The little ones gathered
around her, grabbing onto her legs and giggling.

“Hi. Are you ready for Santa to come?” Screams of
delight followed. “Have you been good?” The children paused,
looking at their mothers who finally nodded, and they burst into
laughter and shouting.

She loved their Christmas Eve tradition. They made
cookies during the afternoon, then had a light dinner before
picking one gift to open from the excessive pile under the tree.
When the time came, they would fix a plate of cookies for
Santa.

“Jen.” Bonnie gave her a quick hug before standing
back to glance at her dark jeans and Christmas green sweater.
“Where are you shopping these days?”

The comment sounded so much like something her
mother would say, she chose to ignore it and readied herself for
whatever else her loving family would throw at her. Sometimes
tolerating them was a hard pill to swallow.

Once the children were ready, Jen climbed in the
king bed with them and read until they were all asleep. As she
gazed down at their innocent faces, the idea of having a child of
her own swam through her consciousness. Jen shook her head. Raising
a child alone wasn’t an option she’d consider. She’d seen her
mother’s struggle.

After tucking them in, she embraced the sense of
peace that came over her. Her life wasn’t perfect, but she was
okay. The words seemed hollow. Sounds of animated conversation
greeted her as she joined the adults for a drink. Another tradition
they’d begun after her sisters married and one of the few times
when they caught up on each other’s lives while relaxing in front
of a roaring fire. She glanced at her siblings and their husbands.
They seemed genuinely happy, all smiles and laughter as they teased
each other and snagged cookies from the tray. Someday that will
be me. If that were only true. Her sisters were beautiful and
had bodies to match. Jen fell short in both categories and it was
the main reason she was still single. No one wanted her when
they could have someone who looked like them. She was only fooling
herself if she thought otherwise. On the outside chance she
actually found someone to love her, she wasn’t sure her mother
would ever accept another lesbian into her home. She barely
tolerated Jen.

“How’s your roster this year? Any geniuses among
them?” Kyle, Bonnie’s husband, had always made her feel as though
what she did was important.

“There’s some promising stars for sure, but no
Einstein so far. Might be a late bloomer there, though.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll have them making a name for
themselves before long.” He winked at her and smiled.

She could handle her students. It was her own misery
she struggled with. The news of health concerns was another dent in
her armor. She always put her best foot forward at work; the one
place she’d never questioned her abilities, earning praise from the
dean for her high success rate with students. Jen’s personal life
was another story. She lacked confidence in the intimacy
department, and sex had always felt awkward and tentative. Maybe
she’d buy herself a toy for Christmas. Even the idea of expanding
her self-gratification implements intimidated her. Aside from her
trusty vibrator, her own hand got the job done, so she’d likely
stick with the tried and true.

Christmas morning turned into a blur with peals of
delight from the little ones, followed by gasps, oohs, and aahs
from the adults. Most of the packages for Jen were thoughtful
gifts. A cashmere scarf and leather gloves from Karlee and Dennis.
Leather ankle boots from Bonnie and Kyle. Each of the children gave
her an Alex and Ani bracelet to add to her collection. Then came
her mother’s. The one she dreaded opening every year. Not that her
gifts were awful, because they weren’t. Her mother’s taste in
everything was impeccable and Jen hoped she did half as well. It
was the stinging comments that went with them, such as, “I hope it
will fit. I never know what size to get.” Or, “The salesperson
assured me you could bring it back for a larger size.”

Whether her mother realized how much her words hurt
or not, Jen wasn’t sure, but she said them nonetheless, and she
found herself offering apologetic responses as though she were the
one who should be sorry for the inconvenience and humiliation her
mother experienced because of Jen’s weight. As she opened the
beautifully wrapped box, she pulled out a blue tartan plaid
cashmere wrap and ran her hand over the soft material.

“It’s beautiful,” she said. “Thanks, Mom.”

“Yes, well, I never know your clothing style.” Her
mother’s tone held an edge, as usual.

Karlee came to her rescue again. “The color
highlights your eyes.”

Her vision blurred as she fought to gain control
while everyone looked at her. Once again, she’d been reminded that
she fell short of her mother’s expectations.

Thankfully, Kyle redirected attention to the
children’s antics and her mother’s remark didn’t hang in the air to
make her more uncomfortable than she already was.

The noon meal couldn’t have come soon enough. As the
dishes passed among them, Jen let some go by. Macaroni and cheese,
stuffing, and mashed potatoes—all her favorites—went untouched. Her
mother’s watchful eye cataloged whatever she put on her plate and
Jen refused to give her ammunition to make any snide remarks during
what was supposed to be a celebration. She hated being unable to
enjoy the simple pleasure of a holiday meal with her family.

After the leftovers were put in to-go containers and
the dishwasher loaded, Jen made an excuse of not feeling well and
not wanting to get anyone sick. Bonnie walked her to the door and
handed her a small shopping bag.

“What’s this?”

“I’ve never known you to pass up mac and cheese.”
Bonnie smiled, her understanding surprising Jen. “Her heart’s in
the right place, but you deserve to enjoy Christmas, too.”

Jen was about to refuse, but her sister shoved the
bag forward. “Please take it, Jen. Even if Mom doesn’t tell you, we
all love you.”

She quickly hugged her, unable to find her voice,
and nodded instead.

“Can I bring the kids by this week? They love
spending time with you, and ten days is a long time to try to keep
them entertained.” She glanced over her shoulder at the melee
happening in the living room.

“Of course. You know you don’t have to ask.”

“Thanks.” Bonnie squeezed her hand. “I’ll let you
know when to batten down the hatches.”

She laughed. “Deal.” Jen walked down the winding
path to her car. She loved her family. It was times like these she
needed to remember that.


Chapter Three

“How were your holidays?” Karen Danker, Jen’s
co-worker and best friend, asked.

“The usual with Mom. It was great seeing the kids,
though. They always help remind me what Christmas is all about.”
Jen pushed her planner away. Holidays had changed over the years,
especially after her father left. Jen had always wondered why no
one talked about what happened, but things between her and her
mother had always been strained and she left well enough alone.
“Even Bonnie made me glad I went.”

“Wow. That’s the first time in a while you’ve talked
about her,” Karen said. She knew all about Jen’s family
dynamics.

“I know. We’ve rarely seen eye to eye. We had a
bonding moment and it was a nice change from her always being on
Mom’s side. What about you?”

“Fun and crazy busy. I’m glad to be back
though.”

She let out a sigh of relief. “Me, too.” She’d spent
most of her time off reading and shopping online because she didn’t
want to be out bundled up and looking larger than she already
did.

“I’ve got a few spring semester students coming
in.”

“Any promising stars?” Students joining in the
spring weren’t unusual, but it often meant they were transferring
from another institution for a variety of reasons. Some good. Some
not so much.

“Maybe,” Karen said. “One or two look okay on paper.
One has baseline GRE scores, but she’s older than the average
student. She’s probably decided on a career change and likely more
focused.”

Jen nodded in agreement. She’d reviewed her own
roster, noting no new names, and was glad she didn’t have to adjust
her syllabus to accommodate newbies. “Let me know if you need
anything.”

“How about dinner tonight? I could use some
intellectual conversation after spending time with my cousins. All
they talk about is children, school sports, mortgages, and
stocks.”

She chuckled. “Better than bail or jail time. Dinner
sounds good.” Jen didn’t see Karen as often as she’d like since her
classes were held in the science building and Jen’s were in
literature and fine arts, but they made time to talk regularly and
got together at least once a month.

“Mexican or Thai?” Karen asked.

Calorie counts flashed in front of her. “Mexican,”
she said as her mother’s voice played on repeat in her head.

“Great. See you at six thirty. Los Amigos?”

“Sure. It’s always good there.” She hung up and made
an entry in her phone calendar.

Jen’s first class of the new year wasn’t until
tomorrow, but she made a point of being accessible to her students
by coming to the office even when she didn’t have a class. It kept
her focused and gave her something to do other than stare at the
walls in her home. She sent off an assignment reminder to her
students, then turned from her computer. Bright sun streamed
through her window, and the dusting of snow on the ground reflected
like diamonds scattered on the breeze. With a few more hours before
she needed to leave the campus complex, she pulled on her coat and
scarf to take a walk. The air was brisk, but in the absence of a
cold wind, the fresh scent encouraged her to take advantage of the
sunshine.

The library was always a good destination, and she
turned toward the huge beige brick building with the sculpture of
the world globe in front. Jen had begun research for a paper
regarding the influence of technology on language and the arts.
Initially, she thought it would make for an interesting subject,
but the more she dug, the more depressed she became. With the lack
of personal interactions, the less creative the current generation
had become. They abandoned plays, the opera, musicals, and theater
for 3D gaming and artificial intelligence. Thankfully, literature
was still going strong, even if the majority of reading was now on
electronic devices. She still preferred holding the paper
version.

She cruised the periodicals before finding a few
journals that might have an article or two she’d be able to use,
and then her phone vibrated in her pocket. The screen displayed a
meme from Karlee of a mother pulling her hair out, and she laughed
before remembering where she was. Several of the long tables were
occupied and her gaze landed on the last person in the row. A woman
sat with headphones on, an open textbook in front of her, and a
pencil drumming lightly on a blank page in her notebook. Shoulder
length wavy brown hair accentuated her androgynous features, and
the sharply tailored shirt was an obvious giveaway she was likely
an instructor. One she’d not had the pleasure of meeting yet. She
appeared to be a bit younger than Jen, and exactly the kind of
woman she would like to get to know better if she were dating. The
kind of woman she often pictured when she was in bed alone at
night, but one who would never be interested in someone who looked
like she did, not in real life. Her face heated and she turned
away, too embarrassed to get any closer. Jen quickly checked out
the magazines. She couldn’t stay there any longer. Not with the
woman of her fantasies so close.

When she got home, she tossed some laundry in and
made a cup of tea, then curled up in the corner of her couch to
read from the latest issue of American Educator magazine,
all the while thinking about the woman she’d turned from. Her heart
had pounded in her chest like she’d run a marathon, and the beat
had made its way between her thighs. Relief flooded her when the
woman hadn’t made eye contact. It was times like these she was glad
she didn’t garner attention, and even though she had felt her
clothes begin to stick to her skin like she’d been caught in the
rain, Jen managed to get out without embarrassing herself.

Her sister told her she needed to be braver and make
more friends, but making friends with women had never been easy.
Every time Jen thought about introducing herself the old taunts and
hurtful words roared in her ears, words she’d never expected to
hear from the person she’d been dating for months. She gave up
trying to concentrate and tossed the magazine aside. It was almost
time to meet Karen who always proved to be a welcome
distraction.

Jen picked out a gray sweater with white star bursts
and a dark gray pair of jeans. She took pride in her clothing
choices, even if she purposely picked colors and styles to cover
her figure. It’s not like there was anyone to try to impress.
Tonight, she’d enjoy herself and catch up with her best friend. She
could come back to her self-loathing later.

✥ ✥ ✥

Mika rubbed her hands on her pants. Christ.
It felt just like undergrad school all over again when she’d barely
managed to squeak out her associate degree. During Christmas, Rob
had nagged her relentlessly until she told him she’d applied and
been accepted into the bachelor’s program at Fitchburg State. Now
that she was there, she wasn’t so sure she should have let him talk
her into coming back. She could have found another woman to take
Amanda’s place, someone who would keep her in a comfortable
financial situation. But what if there wasn’t another woman?
Continuing to work at the restaurant would give her enough money to
pay her rent and utilities, and the tip money would take care of
the rest. Since she’d rarely paid for much over the last eight or
so years, she’d tucked away enough for a respectable savings
account.

Mika still worried about the what-ifs, like being
laid off, but Rob had reassured her it was just her head playing
with her. She attracted a lot of return patrons to the upscale
restaurant by being an attentive and courteous waiter, and those
same patrons often asked for her. She needed to stop being
pessimistic. Money was a topic she’d never dwelled on before.
Hearing her name made her focus.

“Mika James?” The professor of her anatomy course
made eye contact. She raised her hand, and Professor Danker moved
on.

The guy next to her leaned closer. “This your first
time?”

She must have looked confused and he went on.

“College courses.” He looked about twenty and likely
just as nervous as she was.

“No.” She shook her head. The last thing she wanted
to do was engage with someone a decade younger. Someone with no
idea how hard this endeavor would be for her. The good news was,
she’d been able to transfer most of her undergrad credits and save
herself close to four semesters. Having that cushion, she’d
foolishly signed up for three courses. Two this spring and one
during the summer, when the restaurant business soared with
vacationers.

The one she was sitting in at the moment and trying
so hard to remain calm in during roll call, Anatomy 101, would set
the tone for the rest of the work ahead of her. Her brother had
faith in her. All she had to do was have faith in herself.

✥ ✥ ✥

Brooks pulled Jen along, excitedly wagging his tail
and lifting his leg at any object that didn’t move. She’d been
trying her damnedest to follow her doctor’s advice by eating
healthy and exercising. She couldn’t picture herself being a
runner, nor did she want to expose herself to the looks of disgust
she’d gotten the last time she’d joined a gym only to give up after
a couple of weeks when each session ended in tears.

After thirty minutes, Jen’s patience had worn thin,
and she vowed to enroll Brooks in obedience school. She didn’t mind
his moving her at a quicker pace, but the constant tugging would
sooner or later lead to an injury. They went through the side gate
so she could drop Brook’s deposit in the trash, then continued
around the back of the house to the mudroom. She checked his paws
before removing his leash and harness.

“Go get a drink.”

Brooks wagged his tail and trotted away.

She toed off her sneakers and headed for the
refrigerator for a bottle of water. Leaning against the counter,
she considered her options. Everything she needed to make a Caesar
salad was there, but she was tired of eating like a rabbit. She
changed out of her walking clothes, pulled on jeans and a V-neck
sweater, then chose her favorite vest—one that didn’t make her look
like the Michelin Man. She bent down beside Brooks.

“Be a good boy. Mama’s going for a treat.” He barked
as she stood. She’d inadvertently said the magic word. With a roll
of her eyes, she went to the jar on the counter to retrieve a
doggie snack. Brooks gently took the biscuit from her and trotted
to his blanket to enjoy it.

The evening was pleasant, and she strode along the
sidewalk toward her favorite Italian restaurant. Brooks wasn’t the
only one who deserved a treat every now and then. Jen loved her
single-family neighborhood and being only a few blocks away from
the eclectic edge of the college town where she could find
everything from fast food to fine dining, gift shops and
bookstores, among other treasures.

After a short wait, Jen was seated at an intimate
table for two and wished there were someone across from her.
Someone she could have a conversation with that didn’t have to do
with why she felt so guilty being there. She ordered an unsweetened
iced tea as she perused the menu. Most of the offerings included
some kind of pasta, so she opted for cioppino. The dish included a
variety of fish and seafood in a hearty tomato-based broth. She’d
allow herself the indulgence of a slice or two of accompanying
crostini, one of her weaknesses.

While she waited for her meal, she glanced around at
the tasteful décor, glad they hadn’t taken down their decorations
of red and green along with twinkling lights. Part of the reason
she liked the restaurant was its welcoming atmosphere. Halfway
around the room, she did a double take. The woman from the library
sat at a table by herself. A waitress stopped and placed a pizza in
the empty space across from her, bending low and smiling
seductively. The returned smile appeared genuine, yet Jen sensed
reservation.

Even though the striking woman hadn’t noticed her,
Jen’s face heated. The waitress was obviously flirting. It was
bold, something Jen would never do. Not that she wouldn’t like to
trade places with her to be that close to the attractive professor.
She’d meant to ask Karen if there was any new staff this semester
but forgot. There’d be no reason the woman would talk to Jen unless
she had to. Common courtesy would dictate introducing herself and
asking the woman to join her, but she couldn’t move. As her meal
arrived, she hoped she could avoid meeting her
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