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IT IS A TRUTH commonly acknowledged that in every high school there are winners and losers.

No one would dispute that at Woodstock Tudorsville Union High School, Noah Beemer was a winner.

He had the looks: Dark hair, dark eyebrows, dark eyes, and the grace and athleticism of a competitive skier.

He co-captained the WTUHS ski team along with his girlfriend Eva Silver-Adams, also a winner in looks, smarts, and accomplishments.

He led the WTUHS debate team to the finals at the Vermont State Forensics Tournament in Montpelier.

He lived in a handsome Victorian near Woodstock center.

After his older brother Josh left home, his parents, both locally prominent lawyers, lavished on him their undivided attention and generosity, most recently when he turned seventeen in the form of a gleaming new SUV.

You might expect that a person with such outstanding qualities and advantages would be envied, and therefore resented, but in his encounters with others he was so consistently polite, on time, and well prepared that he was very hard to dislike.

He never failed at anything major that he undertook to do.

Other than missing out on whatever people learn from failure, his shortcomings, if he had any, weren’t readily apparent.

Noah and his friend Morrie Klein were catching up before the start of their senior year at WTUHS when Morrie said, “What do you think of our new history teacher?”

“Who do you mean?” Noah said.

“Esme Linde. Didn’t you see her at the orientation?”

“No. Guess not.”

“You’d know if you had. She’s incredibly hot.”

“Hmm.”

“Seriously, you wouldn’t believe...”

“Okay, I’ll keep an eye out then.”

“Although for you it will be lookee-no-touchee since you already have Eva. But for the rest of us...”

“Dream on, Morrie.”

“When I dream about Ms. Linde, I need lots of Kleenex.”

Noah grinned. “Too much sharing.”

“Some of us have unmet needs.”

Morrie just assumed that Noah didn’t suffer from unmet needs given all that he had going for him, including, in particular, his openly affectionate longtime girlfriend.

For his part, Noah never talked about such things on grounds they were personal.

In fact, he’d made less progress on that front than generally assumed.

“When we’re engaged,” Eva said, placing her hand firmly on Noah’s, allowing their intimacies to go only so far. 

The lure that Eva dangled, herself, was more than a little enticing. 

But for now, Noah’s bottom line was it was too soon to commit. They were too young to get locked down. He was only being realistic. Soon they’d leave Woodstock where they’d spent their whole lives and anything could happen. With so many choices coming their way they had to stay flexible, as did Josh and his girlfriend Maxie when Josh chose to live in New York City while Maxie ended up working for the state in Montpelier.

Noah was quiet spoken, except when he was performing on a debate stage, and usually he deferred to Eva’s wishes, but he wasn’t a pushover. On the matter of getting engaged, he wasn’t ready, and that was that. 

Nevertheless, Eva persisted. “We don’t have to get married right away.”

“Okay.”

“But being officially engaged will help us resist temptations when we’re apart at different colleges.”

“Good thinking,” said Noah, his hand still locked in place under Eva’s.

“I’ll show the football hero my engagement ring when he asks me out.”

“I’ll do the same at my college,” Noah said. “That’ll make him think twice.”

Eva laughed. “So? Are you ready to propose?”

“It’s certainly a possibility,” Noah said, pulling his hand free. “At some point.”

Among the classes that Noah selected for his senior year was Advanced Placement United States History, taught by Esme Linde.

It was quickly apparent to Noah and others in the class that Ms. Linde was an excellent teacher.

Her online guide for their upcoming homework assignments was well organized, precise, and appropriately challenging for an AP course.

And from the start she brimmed with vigor and good cheer so that even chronic classroom nappers stayed engaged. She fired off questions, pop! pop! pop! keeping everyone on their toes.

“Hannah Green, what can you tell us about...”

“Richie, yes, you, Richie, your thoughts please.”

“Ethan, elaborate on what Richie just said.”

“Henry, is he right?”

“Morrie, why are you laughing?”

They called out their answers like game show contestants, and whether they were right or wrong, she pushed them to say more.

Beside her desk she kept a bucket of nerf balls which she threw at students who were checking their phones, and she had a good arm. Clearly getting ‘nerfed’ in her class would become one of the highlights.

Plus, as Morrie said, Ms. Linde was scorching hot, with bright brown eyes and a wicked smile, and a body that was both fit and shapely. 

Noah believed that it was wrong to objectify a person, especially one of his teachers, but he did notice how Ms. Linde’s sweater pulled against her breasts when she pointed at someone in class, and how the contours of her back were revealed when she turned to the board. 

He didn’t just notice. He was fixated.

Because, beyond her striking appearance, there was something more about Ms. Linde that resonated with him. Perhaps it was her tantalizingly husky voice, or her lively expressions, or how she kidded with her students. Or maybe, with her being from Boston, there was a hint of sophistication, of possibilities beyond Vermont. 

Whatever it was, Noah found Ms. Linde captivating and disorienting, like when she called on students to stand and introduce themselves and Noah’s turn came to give his name, and Esme Linde looked directly at him with a welcoming smile. Caught in her luminous gaze, Noah felt like they were the only two people in the room or on planet Earth for that matter, and he lost his train of thought.

Eventually, after what seemed a very long time, he croaked “Noah Beemer” and abruptly sat down.

Noah was known as a self-assured public speaker, formidable in debate and always ready at parties and other events to rise to deliver a few well-chosen words. So his lapse just now was unusual, to say the least. 

He stared at his hands clasped in front of him as others in the class introduced themselves. He sensed, without looking up, that he was getting curious glances, especially from Eva. 

After the bell, Ms. Linde waited at her desk while students filed out past her. 

Noah kept his head down and eyes straight ahead as he went by, intensely aware as he left the classroom that for a few heated seconds he and Esme Linde were only a couple of feet apart.

Eva Silver-Adams caught up with him in the corridor.

“Great class,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“Ms. Linde is something else!”

“Yeah.”

“Are you okay, Noah?”

“I am,” he said. “I agree with you.”

She gave him an appraising look. “See you later?”

So, Noah thought, Eva had definitely picked up his unsettled vibe around their new teacher.

Not good. 

Eva didn’t react well when his attentions wandered and she didn’t miss much as far as he was concerned. He’d discovered long ago that life was better when Eva didn’t get riled up. No matter how he felt in Ms. Linde’s presence, to keep the peace with Eva he’d have to manage himself better.

“Absolutely!” Noah replied.
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WHEN SHE WAS FIFTEEN and the little ones she was babysitting were safely in bed upstairs, Esme Linde and her then boyfriend, an apple-cheeked classmate, got busy on a plush rug in front of the TV. They were totally into it when they heard a thump outside the house. They went still for a moment, and then came another thump, unmistakably a car door closing, and Esme whispered, “It’s the parents! They came home early!”

Underwear, bra, socks, pants, shirts, how could there be so many layers that had to be put on in a particular order? Her boyfriend had no time to dispose of his used condom so he jammed it in one of his pockets. Entering the room, the parents discovered Esme smiling like she’d just won a MegaBucks lottery and her boyfriend staring fixedly at the TV.

It was her first time, and a memorable evening all around!

Since then, Esme had other partners, a travel companion during a summer in Europe, a married professor at Boston University in a passionate but doomed affair, plus Jeff, her current boyfriend. So now, at twenty three, she was sexually experienced and being a modern woman raised in the cosmopolitan Northeast, she wasn’t embarrassed about it.

She was aware of the effect she had on her male students. After all they were teenagers. It wasn’t hard to compute.

They would fantasize about her. There was nothing she could do about that. She wasn’t about to hide herself in a shapeless muumuu and anyway that wouldn’t work since more would be left to their fervid imaginations. What she could and did do was stay focused one hundred percent on class topics and homework assignments, all business, never anything personal. She played no favorites, by gender or otherwise.

She’d noticed Noah Beemer, of course. He handled himself well, and certainly he had no trouble keeping up with the class. Perhaps he was a bit shy. It was cute how Eva Silver-Adams watched Noah so closely and worked to keep herself at the center of his attention. He seemed good natured about it.

At BU’s school of education, Esme had received formal instruction on maintaining professional distance from her students. She could be their mentor. She could be their friendly acquaintance. But not their friend and certainly never more than a friend.

Before she took the job in Vermont, she had to initial a document outlining school district policy against personal relationships between teachers and students. Her sign-in packet included a sheet on a Vermont state law that defined as statutory rape any sexual relationship between teachers and students who were seventeen or younger.

Esme had no quarrel with any of that.

Male teachers who pursued their students for sex were creeps who deserved harsh punishment.

As for wayward female teachers, Esme had read how some had sexual relationships with students as young as twelve or thirteen, leaving the students confused and upset by their adult teachers’ advances.

She wondered, why would the women allow themselves to get into such relationships?

They looked so bedraggled in their mug shots. 

What did they expect, after messing with young teenage boys? Not only was it wrong, but of course they’d get caught. No sane person would believe that their young victims could keep a secret.

Probably some of these teachers had mental issues, or neglectful boyfriends or husbands, or had themselves been abused, but still... what were they thinking?
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ESME’S APARTMENT on the first floor of a large Queen Anne in Tudorsville featured an eat-in kitchen, sitting room, bedroom and bathroom with walk-in shower, plus a private entrance off the driveway.

Her commute to WTUHS, which was located in Woodstock just across the Tudorsville-Woodstock town line, took twenty minutes on Route 100A, a two-lane ‘Vermont Scenic Byway’ that wound through wooded hills and forests alongside rocky streams and past open fields.

Esme’s landlord Suzie Prestowicz lived in the rest of the house. Sturdy, middle aged, and always busy, whether at her Suzie’s Wool Store next to the Aubuchon Hardware, or bustling around at home, Suzie chattered at length about whatever was on her mind. With slightest encouragement she would expand upon the history of Tudorsville and about her daughter Lily and her grandchild Melissa, now both living in the Boston area, and she wanted to hear everything about Esme’s family, her history, why she came to Vermont, and how she was doing.

Suzie was the favorite aunt Esme never knew she had.

Esme came to Vermont looking for a change from Somerville, a densely populated suburb of Boston where she and Jeff rented their condo in a triple-decker on a street lined with triple-deckers, and from Belmont, the leafy Boston suburb where she was raised.

She wanted to experience a place that was less crowded, and to meet people whose perspectives were shaped outside the urban coastal northeast.

Where she was now was certainly less crowded. The total population of Tudorsville and Woodstock and their entire surrounding countryside would fit within one Somerville city block.

She got a good start meeting people on her second day in Vermont. 

She was standing in line to use the Chittenden Bank ATM in Ludlow, the only ATM for miles around, behind an older couple who were proceeding step-by-step through a series of transactions, reviewing balances, transferring money between accounts, depositing checks, and getting cash, each transaction apparently requiring careful deliberation.

Esme looked back and caught the eye of the woman behind her who appeared to be in her mid-to-late twenties, no makeup, short brown hair, basic office pant suit.

The woman cocked her head towards the slow-moving oldsters, and said, half-whispering, “This takes much longer and I’ll have to head back to work without my cash.”

Esme nodded, and the woman continued, “It’s like I’ve got my thumb in the fuckin’ dike, excuse my French. God forbid that Noemi Lajoie takes a few minutes for herself in case the lights go off all over town.”

“Why would the lights...?”

“...My job at the electric utility.”

“Mm,” Esme said. “Got it.”

“Actually you have no idea,” Noemie said. “We’re always at the edge of disaster since the fuckin’ floods last year and after Covid we can’t get the fuckin’ staff. I recruit them, train them, do their fuckin’ jobs when they screw up which they always do, and then the fuckin’ SOBs quit, so it never ends.”

“Thank you for your service,” Esme said.

Noemi laughed. “So what do you do?”

“I’m a teacher. Starting next week at WTUHS in Woodstock.”

“No shit!” Noemi said. “I went there. Can’t say I loved it.”

“So you grew up around here?”

“In Tudorsville, next town over.”

“My apartment is in a house in Tudorsville.”

“Whose house?”

“Suzie Prestowicz.”

“Suzie’s daughter Lily was in my year at WTUHS,” Noemi said. “A real stunner. Although we were in different crowds so I didn’t really know her.”

She paused as if deciding whether to say more, then settled on, “I heard she’s done real well since she took off for Boston.”

The older couple finally completed their many tasks at the ATM.

“You’re short on time,” Esme said to Noemie. “You go next.”

“Thanks, I’ll be quick.”

After getting her cash, Noemi handed Esme a business card. “Give me a call. I’d love to hear what it’s like now at WTUHS, and how you’re getting on.”

Esme texted Noemie two weeks later and they arranged to meet at Ludlow’s Java Baba’s café. Then, the morning of, Noemi called to say that she couldn’t make it, “Emergency at work, blah blah blah, same old shit!” They tried again a couple of times, but each time something came up.

Noemi’s utility was preparing for winter, removing overhanging tree limbs and the like, and her understaffed office was perpetually under the gun. Meanwhile Esme had meetings at WTUHS that consumed her time after school, and on weekends she stayed in her apartment preparing lesson plans and grading papers.

Which was why, almost two months later, they still hadn’t managed to get together. 

Meanwhile Esme had yet to meet anyone other than Noemi who was close to her own age.

Her fellow teachers at WTUHS were cordial enough but preoccupied with their own lives, and Esme’s encounters with them didn’t progress beyond friendly greetings and small talk. 

At Suzie’s urging—“It’s historic! You have to go!”—on a Sunday afternoon in mid-October Esme took a break from work to visit nearby Plymouth, a tiny rural village where President Calvin Coolidge was born and raised. 

The gentle quiet of the place was disturbed only by the rustling of a breeze and in the distance the sound of a passing car. Sheep grazed behind a fence next to a hard-dirt parking area for visitors. The village’s handful of old buildings along its single short street were all pre-1920s vintage, a farm house, a shed displaying 19th century tools, a small church, a restaurant, now closed, and an old-fashioned one-room general store. A barn at the end of the street housed a museum for farm implements and horse-drawn wagons, and behind the barn, down a footpath, there was a visitors’ center. 

When rain started, Esme dashed onto the general store’s covered porch and settled in one of its two rocking chairs.

Using her cell, she took a video of the scene before her, the vintage gas pump in front of the general store obscured behind slashing rain, and the water rushing down the road, accompanied by the sound of rain beating on the store’s metal roof. She uploaded the video to her WhatsApp chat group of former Belmont High classmates, and also to Instagram, along with her pic of sheep clustered near the visitors’ parking lot, which she captioned: Life in the fast lane in Plymouth, VT!

Within minutes, her postings collected likes and comments: 

—Beautiful!

—So lucky to be there!

—Send more pics!

—Nice!

—Say hi to the sheep!

Plus images of hearts, umbrellas, sheep, raindrops, and a GIF of Gene Kelly from Singing in the Rain.

So Esme was connected with her friends back home via WhatsApp chat, and by Instagram, and also she had live WhatsApp video calls with Jeff and with her parents, and she was getting into TikTok, and every now and again she still checked X, formerly known as Twitter, and her Facebook feed, and of course there was always texting and email.

Still, she thought how great it would be to have someone in the rocking chair next to her to share her experience of Plymouth ... the pelting rain, the freshness of the air, the curious sheep, the serenity of the place.

She was a sociable person. She liked having friends around to do things with.

But here, aside from lunch on weekdays in the WTUHS cafeteria, she ate alone. She drove alone. She shopped alone. She took walks alone. She slept alone, which was to be expected, but not nothing.

She wasn’t used to being alone all the time.

Esme wondered, had she made a mistake coming here?

By November, days were notably shorter and colder. Some nights they were already getting snow which in shaded areas wasn’t entirely melting.

Gone were the leaf peepers and the brilliant color displays they came to see blanketing hillsides, marking the edges of fields, and bursting into view around turns in the road.

Now all was gray, gray trees, gray fields, and gray people, under a leaden sky.

At least Esme still had Jeff, her anchor back in Somerville, with his bicyclist’s whippet physique, craggy smile, and positive outlook on life, so she wasn’t totally alone. 

Obviously he couldn’t drop everything to come with her to Vermont. He was a rising star at MIT with his own lab where he employed students and post-docs from MIT and elsewhere. “I’m with you there in spirit,” Jeff told her during one of their WhatsApp video calls, so there was that.

Then, one Wednesday evening towards the end of one of their calls, Jeff said, “I need a hit of Esme, for real, not just on my phone screen.”

“A hit?”

“I want to visit you so we can do stuff.”

“I’m up for stuff,” Esme said. “When?”

“Arriving Friday night.”

By Friday night, the day’s persistent drizzle had turned to sleet, and the sloppy mix was still coming down when Jeff pulled into Suzie’s driveway. 

It was too wet and cold to linger outside so Jeff just grabbed his bag out of his car and Esme, holding a large umbrella over the both of them, ushered him into her apartment and before too many minutes had elapsed, to the warmth of her bed.

Next morning Esme introduced him to Suzie Prestowicz.

“So,” said Suzie, looking Jeff over, “with you in the wings I understand why Esme spends all her nights here, home alone, like she’s a cloistered nun.”

Jeff grinned and said nothing.

“Working,” Esme said, “preparing for class.”

“So admirable,” replied Suzie, “given all that Tudorsville offers by way of excitement!”

“About the excitement,” Esme said. “Tonight there’s a Thanksgiving play being put on by WTUHS students. I kind of have to go. Besides, it’ll be fun.”

“Can’t wait to see real Vermonters in their native habitat,” Jeff said.

Suzie said, “What am I, chopped liver?”

“I mean, other Vermonters in addition to you, Suzie.”

Esme said, “The play is at the Woodstock-Tudorsville Community Center, which has a colorful history. The buildings there were formerly occupied by a cult.”

“They were a strange bunch,” Suzie said.

“How so?” Jeff asked.

Suzie, suddenly grim faced and uncharacteristically tight lipped, just shook her head.

Later, while driving with Jeff to the play, Esme said, “Suzie’s daughter Lily was in the cult. It’s a sensitive subject.”

The goopy slush on the gravel driveway off Route 100A down to the community center was grooved by the line of cars slowly descending to a paved turning circle, where they were directed by students with red flashlights to a parking area out back.

The community center’s two buildings still retained the names given to them by the cult.

The Evelyn M. Billings Residence accommodated visitors attending seasonal retreats for artists and musicians. Now empty due to the upcoming holidays, it had the look of a large dormitory in alpine ski country, five stories tall with rows of windows and shutters under a steep green metal roof.

Next to the residence was the theater building, the so-called House of Spirits. It looked unlike any other building that Esme had seen. It was a windowless cube wrapped in stubbly beige stucco, two stories high. It had an attached octagonal all-glass atrium through which audience members entered the theater that was inside the cube.

The Trustee Board that had taken over the community center buildings hadn’t gotten around to replacing the names. For one thing, in her time Evelyn M. Billings was a generous benefactor in Woodstock so no one felt comfortable removing her name from the residence. And referring to a theater as House of Spirits did make a kind of sense.

The play was called Four Freedoms. 

Inspired by the famous Norman Rockwell paintings, a team of WTUHS seniors wrote the screenplay bringing to the stage interconnected stories based on Rockwell’s depictions of freedom of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want, and freedom from fear.

Esme recognized several of her students among the actors. They and the rest of the cast gave their all, and their audience was appropriately enthusiastic, clapping, cheering, and recording special moments on their phones.

The intermission provided an opportunity for audience members to mingle in the atrium. Esme introduced Jeff to people who approached them. Having him by her side proved that she really did have someone back home, and he made a good impression.

Eva Silver-Adams came over with Noah Beemer in tow. 

“Hi, Ms. Linde,” said Eva, brightly, looking more at Jeff than at Esme.

“Hi Eva,” Esme replied. “This is my friend Jeff.”

And to Jeff, “Eva and Noah are two of my best students.”

Jeff shook hands with Eva, and then with Noah. 

“It’s so great to see you here,” Eva exclaimed to Esme. And then, to Jeff, “We all love Ms. Linde so much!” 

“It’s hard not to,” Jeff said.

Eva turned to her companion, “Don’t we, Noah?”

Noah nodded his agreement.

“We hope you and Jeff enjoy the play,” Eva said. “My little brother Dougie is in it, in Freedom from Want.”

“No kidding!” Jeff said. “Which part?”

“He’s the kid at the Thanksgiving table who keeps asking for more.”

“And throws a bread roll when his sister tells him to behave,” Noah said.

“The sister has good reason,” Eva said. “He’s annoying!”

“You mean, in the play?” Noah asked.

“Of course I mean in the play. Where else would I mean?”

“From what I’ve seen, it could be dinner at home with the Silver-Adams family, with you and Dougie going at it.”

“That’s so totally not true,” Eva said, glaring at Noah. “Dougie and I get along just fine.” Then, to Esme: “Don’t believe him.”

“Not a big stretch for Dougie to act the part,” Noah said. “Just saying.”

Eva punched his arm. Noah laughed, and by now the others also were grinning, even Eva.

“Dougie is very convincing,” Esme said. “A real talent.”

“Our parents are proud of him,” Eva said. “I am too.”

After Eva and Noah left them, Esme leaned towards Jeff and muttered, “Eva has a lot of personality.”

“Yeah.”

“And Noah was unusually talkative tonight.”

“He has quite the grip,” Jeff said. “Just about crushed my hand.”

Esme and Jeff’s Thanksgiving back in Somerville was low key, the way Esme liked it, with only one couple joining them for dinner. Rather than fussing with the traditional bird and stuffing, she and Jeff ordered in two large pizzas, cole slaw on the side, and had ice cream and strawberries for dessert.

Brycen and Kathy Leung were post-doc biologists who worked in Jeff’s lab under an exchange program with their home university in Shanghai.

During their time so far in the US, they had seen only Boston/Cambridge and New York City.

They were curious about Vermont.

“Does everyone in Vermont carry a gun?” asked Kathy.

The Leungs were a nice couple but Esme sensed condescension. Was she now supposed to join them in lamenting pervasive gun ownership in the US? Would they ask next about potholed roads, collapsing bridges, buffoonish politicians, religious extremists, military-industrial complex, and crime in the streets? 

Esme couldn’t let the implied slur go unanswered. “Of course in Vermont they are mountain people.” 

Kathy nodded. “Country music!”

“But contrary to what some people say, they don’t let their babies have guns. Much too dangerous! You don’t know what they’ll do.”

Smiling widely, Jeff said, “Now, Esme...”

Esme didn’t take the hint.

“It is true that they train their toddlers how to hunt and to defend themselves once they’re walking and talking, but at first only with knives and kid-sized bows-and-arrows. They’re taught to survive in the mountains by killing and eating wild game, starting with the smaller animals like rabbits, squirrels, groundhogs, beavers, and raccoons if they can get them. Vermonters don’t believe in pushing their children before they are ready so it’s not until they are eight years old that they get their first guns, initially only handguns. They don’t get semi-automatic rifles like AR-15s until they’re teenagers. Vermonters believe that for a teenager to be happy, he needs only three things, keys to his daddy’s pickup truck, a six-pack of beer, and an AR-15!”

“No way!” said Kathy, but unsure. Who knew with these Americans?

“Yes way,” Esme said. “And not only the boys. In Vermont it’s the same for the girls, pickup truck, beer, and AR-15. Plus the sex, of course. They can’t get enough. Must be the fresh air. They like to use the cargo beds of their pickups, either on old mattresses they put back there, or on hay sometimes instead of mattresses since it reminds them of their barns where they have their first sex with older family members. Unless you’re passing by in another truck or in a tour bus, you’d never know what they were up to. Although not all of them care about privacy. When you’re out on hikes in the woods, you see them doing it in public.”

“In public?” Kathy said, wide-eyed. “Is that true?”

“You’re joking,” Brycen said. “Right?”

Jeff shook his head. “I visited Esme up in Vermont only a couple of weeks ago and didn’t see any guns. Nor any public fucking. Everyone was very civilized, just like here.”

“They were on their best behavior,” Esme said. “When you live there, like I do, you see things.”

For the rest of the evening, Jeff and the Leungs talked shop about biopharma technology platforms and hot biopharma start-ups. A mere high school history teacher wasn’t expected to contribute on such esoteric topics so Esme just listened. Every now and again, however, she saw Kathy Leung looking at her as if there were something more she wanted to ask.

Neither Esme nor Jeff got around to getting dressed on the Friday and Saturday after Thanksgiving. Their Somerville apartment radiators worked well, so there was no need.

They were still feeling the glow on Sunday morning when it was time for Esme to drive back to Vermont.

“We had a good time,” Jeff said.

By now, Esme had decided one thing at least: She would return to Somerville when her year at WTUHS was up. 

She was done with country living. She’d find a teaching position in Boston, or Cambridge, or Somerville, and she and Jeff would resume their lives together.

Esme said, “After this year I’m coming back here.”

“Sounds like a plan!”

“I love you!” she said.

“Yeah, me too,” Jeff said.
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THE SKINNY GUY with Esme Linde winced when Noah squeezed his knuckles against each other bone on bone. Pleasure to meet you, Noah thought. Point made!

Next time, if there were a next time, he wouldn’t stop squeezing until the guy, Jeff, was on his knees begging for mercy.

He wasn’t proud of what he did, nor of what he planned to do if given another chance. He didn’t like hurting people. But there was something about this guy that irritated him.

To begin with, his big grin like he found everything so amusing. Also, Esme Linde deserved better.

Eva kept talking about how Ms. Linde and her boyfriend Jeff were obviously in love.

“They’ll get married soon, have a bunch of kids. You can tell, the way they stood close to each other.”

“If you say so.”

“I won’t be sad when she leaves. She doesn’t belong here.”

“Hmm.”

“What about you, Noah? After she leaves, will you miss her?”

“She’s a good teacher.”

Eva turned suddenly all kittenish, and purred, “So who has a better body, her or me?”

“I can’t answer that.”

“Why not? Because you’re afraid I’ll be mad?”

“No, because it’s a trick question. No matter what I say, it would mean that I noticed Ms. Linde’s body when all she is to me is a great teacher.”

“Yeah, sure,” Eva said.

“Although her body is amazing.”

Eva giggled and batted her eyes at him.

“Come here, big boy!” she said. 

Noah knew better than to argue with Eva about Esme Linde, especially now that she was becoming more accommodating, allowing his hands to wander, even guiding him.

Eva did have a great body, long, firm, soft, and surprising. He liked her. He was grateful to her. They’d known each other forever and he felt incredibly close to her.

But when they were exploring each other and approaching the point of no return, he imagined that he was with Esme Linde. He knew it would hurt Eva if she could read his mind and for that he felt guilty, even ashamed, but he couldn’t help it. 

On a Sunday morning in early December, Noah was on a shopping mission for the Beemer household in the Woodstock farmers market, navigating its displays of fresh produce, blemish-free fruit, high end cuts of meat, hand pressed juices, and breads and cakes just out of the oven, when he saw Esme Linde in the bakery section. 

She was wearing a blue wool hat and puffy coat, and she looked beautiful.

He took a deep breath, like he did before starting down a competitive ski run, and navigated his cart towards her.

“Hey, Ms. Linde,” he said.

She looked up and saw him. “Hi Noah. How are you this morning?”

“Fine, fine. Just thought I’d say hi.”

“It’s good to see you,” she said. “How was your Thanksgiving?”

“Lots of turkey. How about yours?”

“Very good, thank you.”

After a beat, Noah said, “Will you be going back to Boston for Christmas?”

“That’s the plan.”

Whatever Esme Linde and her skinny fuck boyfriend would be doing over Christmas, Noah didn’t want to know. He wrenched his mind back to the present, to the alluring woman standing in front of him. She was looking at him, her bright brown eyes on his, and she was smiling, like they were two friends talking to each other.

“What about you?” she said. 

“Probably ski every day. The snow is great this year.”

“You don’t get cold?”

“Not if you dress for it. Also you keep moving.”

“To each his own, I guess,” she said. “Anyway, have fun!”

Another silence, until Noah came up with, “So, Merry Christmas!”

“Merry Christmas to you too, Noah.”

He turned to wheel his cart away as Ms. Linde resumed her shopping.

Noah left the market without buying anything. It would be awkward to run into Esme Linde again before he could replenish his reservoir of small talk. He’d return later so that he wouldn’t go home empty handed. 

Out in the parking lot, he tapped his car’s steering wheel, feeling good, yeah! He’d made the right call, taking the initiative. He’d had a conversation with Esme Linde, just the two of them, and it went well, he thought, as well as could be expected.

It didn’t matter what he said and she said even if, on reflection, he was a couple of weeks premature wishing Ms. Linde a Merry Christmas. What counted was that the ice was broken.

Noah kept replaying in his mind the sound of Esme Linde’s voice, like the smoky voices of 1930s nightclub singers in old time movies... 

He took the same table every night during the chanteuse’s set. He was a regular so they kept the table for him right in front. He nursed his drink which was refilled when he ran low but he wasn’t there for the booze. He pasted on a tight smile while Esme Linde tantalized the red-faced louts and the swells at the other tables, stoking their fantasies, but he forgave all when her eyes met his and her lips formed words of love and longing meant for him alone. He lived for the moment after midnight when he was given Esme’s hand-written note inviting him to her dressing room. He’d find her there half-undressed on her red velvet couch and she’d say to lock the door behind him. 

Her voice, her eyes, her lips ... they drew Noah in like a moth to flame.

He imagined that someday, somehow, Esme Linde would feel the same about him.

Why not? Anything was possible!

True, she was a few years older, she was his teacher, she had a boyfriend, and just now in the farmers market, she was polite at best.

Some would scoff that Esme Linde was out of his league.

But for Noah Beemer, long odds didn’t discourage.

In debate and in competitive skiing, he’d learned that hoping wasn’t a winning strategy.

Noah had no idea, yet, how Esme Linde might come to desire him the way he did her. What he did know was that if he were given the opportunity to make something happen between the two of them, he wouldn’t hesitate.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Audiences will be thinking about it long afterward.
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