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May this little story be like a mug of mulled wine to you in these tumultuous times. <3 Lia


01

There was no real estate agent for Eric Hyer-Masterson to meet outside the unassuming one story cottage nestled off of Plum Street. This was not that type of arrangement. This was a favor. A favor from your ex-wife after you’ve turned to her just before midterms and asked if she loved you anymore and she has said:

“No, Eric, I don’t think I do.”

But was really civil about it all the same and still put you in contact with one of her colleagues looking to rent out his house for second semester.

It was a terrible thing, Eric thought, being, first, on mostly amicable terms with his indifferent and now ex-wife and, secondly, somewhat indebted to her. They’d uprooted their lives in Tacoma two years prior to move out to WSU’s Pullman campus, and he’d been at loose ends to figure out where to take himself now that the marriage was over. She got the house, because she still worked at the University, and he had gotten a couple boxes of sad possessions.

Now, one town over in the much smaller county seat of Belleville, he couldn’t have asked for a better arrangement. One of the other anthropology professors was out of the country on a six month research grant and more than happy to have someone paying rent on his house short term. The price was cheap, the cottage was clean and in good repair, and Eric wasn’t stuck in the same one horse town as his ex.

At least, that’s what he told himself as he unloaded his boxes from the taxi and piled them up on the sidewalk outside. He paid the driver and wrapped his arms around his thin jacket, feeling the wind cut right through him. There was snow on the ground, but it was early January in Palouse country, the dead of winter, so of course there was snow on the ground, piled up thick and compacted along the sides of the roads from the season’s frequent plowing.

He used the key left at the university’s front office to let himself into the cottage and began the arduous task of shifting his belongings inside before the boxes were ruined by damp. 

That was the other upside to this little arrangement: the cottage came fully furnished. And seeing as the only things he owned now were books, clothes, and his laptop, Eric was relieved not to have to worry about furniture or plates for a little while longer. After everything, he didn’t have the mental fortitude to act like a real adult yet.

When the last box was shifted inside, he stared out at the dark grey afternoon. Already the sun was slipping away, the light obscured by heavy clouds. Across the street he caught a flash of movement in the snow drifts, but when he looked closer he couldn’t see anything.

He ate a granola bar that he found in the pocket of his messenger bag because there wasn’t any food in the house—again, this should have been obvious but wasn’t until he caught himself standing in the kitchen for twenty minutes banging around the empty cupboards—and he didn’t know where the nearest grocery store was located. It was too dark and too cold to go walking around just to find something to eat.

That’s why granola bars existed. And pockets.

He drank water out of his commuter mug and connected his Netflix account to the television. He grinned a little to himself because at least the Netflix was his.

There were clean sheets and towels in the closet upstairs, but he felt weird about using another guy’s sheets, even if the owner would never have to know about it. Eric carried his boxes of clothes into the master bedroom, found a fresh smelling, deep red colored Cougar hoodie and pulled it on. He cranked up the hear on the thermostat to stave off the snowy chill outside and climbed onto the bare mattress. 

He’d buy his own linens in the morning.

As he tried to relax enough to fall asleep, Eric heard a wolf howling somewhere nearby. If he’d been a little bit less exhausted from what had been a long and emotional day, he would have thought about how crazy that sound was, so close to civilization. But he was tired, and in the morning he didn’t remember the mournful ululation anyway.

#

02

Eric and Jane had met when he was finishing his MFA at PLU, and she had just received an interim teaching position at the University of Puget Sound. At twenty-two he used to walk around the UPS campus, a sea of elegant red brick buildings that he liked to imagine where from another time and place, transplanting his mind back sixty years until he could almost believe that he’d turn a corner and run into James Joyce or Ted Hughes—he was an idiot idealist more in love with the idea of writing than actually writing then.

Jane was an anthropologist who had done her graduate work on gender studies in the Polynesians. There wasn’t anything particular about their academic aspirations to recommend them to each other, except a mutual physical attraction, and a propensity on both parts to invent imaginary histories and quirks about the other.

They were romantics. Personal inventors of the other. And it was only after fifteen years together, that the fake veneer had finally worn off.

Maybe that’s why it hadn’t really hurt, her reply that crisp October morning. It hadn’t rained the entire time they’d lived in Pullman, but that morning the sky was dark grey with heavy clouds and the barista in Pullman’s only Starbucks had said it was going to snow. The trees had already begun their turn and slow decline into hibernation, their leaves turning a deep, ruby red before they fell and blanketed the steep hills of the main campus.

He’d bought himself a cup of coffee—forgotten to pick one up for Jane—before heading to her office. Office hours that, for once, none of her students had scheduled to take advantage of. 

With Eric perched on the narrow Ikea couch across from her corner desk and both hands wrapped around his half-drunk coffee, he’d watched Jane read one short essay after another, her brow furrowed as her eyes jittered across the pages, red pen poised to make comments in her tiny, all-caps handwriting. Watched her ignore him for half an hour until the question couldn’t be choked down any longer.

She’d already caught him in bed with Coy the one time and hadn’t said a single damn word about it. The silence unnerved him, more so than any screaming or demands would have. Left him walking on eggshells that he couldn’t be certain if Jane had placed or that he had.

“Do you still love me?”

And she had kept reading until she’d finished the essay she was on before she looked up at him and frowned. There continued to be no accusations as she looked at him, considering, and then said in a voice that was more clinical than curious: “No, Eric—”

He never wanted to move to Pullman. It was a college town in every sense of the word. Population small if you didn’t count the students. Industry lacking but for the campus itself. And everywhere he went, he was confronted by that vapid school pride—the pride in football that led the city to repainting their mascot in white at every intersection but could never quite seem to find the funding to fix the potholes in every major road.

The place made him feel a little dead inside, to be honest, and he’d only been living there six months. He had another six to go and then he’d have to start acting like an adult again and figure out what to do with himself now that he wasn’t trailing after his wife’s—ex-wife’s career.

#

03

In the morning he woke up to a fresh blanket of snow outside—easily a new foot of it, powdery fine for now until the temperature dropped in the evening, and then it would be a hard crust he’d have to fight through with every footstep.

He bundled himself up in double layers and all the necessary cold weather accouterments: you know, scarf, hat, gloves, extra socks, a fur trapper hat to go over the knit one. And trudged outside to have a look around the town.

Belleville was what Pullman would have been if WSU never came. One main road that was really just the interstate with a speed restriction, one gas station, one bank, less than your
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