

			
    
            Chapter One





			@shitprofessorssay: Summer is for research. And by research, I mean day drinking.

			Hudson buttoned her shirt all the way up before frowning in the mirror and undoing the top one. She smiled and buttoned it again. Then frowned and unbuttoned it a second time.

			It was fine. She would be fine. It was Pride, not an inquisition. A Pride she’d never been to before, but really, what better way to get to know the town she now called home? She’d enjoy the parade, chat up a few people at the various booths, and get to know the queer scene. It was the sort of thing she’d encourage a shy baby queer in one of her classes to do. And if an awkward eighteen-year-old could handle it—and she believed deeply they could—so could a newly minted tenure-track assistant professor. Even if she had to do it alone.

			It was the alone part that gave her pause. Between her undergrad years at Cornell and doing her PhD at UC Berkeley, she’d never been without a bevy of fellow queers for any and all social functions. In fact, she’d had to go out of her way to get any alone time that didn’t entail holing up to write papers or work on her dissertation. Even her stint as a post-doc at UC Santa Barbara had come with a community of fellow academics—queer and otherwise—all hustling their way onto the job market.

			Not the case anymore. She had a place of her own finally, but she’d lived in Ryekill all of two weeks. Other than members of the search committee that hired her and her dad’s friend who would now be one of her colleagues, she didn’t know a soul.

			“But that’s why you’re going to Pride. To be with your people. And maybe make a friend,” she said.

			Hudson fastened and unfastened the top button of her shirt once more, then briefly entertained leaving the top two open, before ultimately deciding to leave the single top one undone. A non-statement, or at least as much of a non-statement as a short-sleeve button-down covered with tiny rainbow flags could be.

			She checked her hair one last time, glad the one barber shop she’d found in town turned out to be queer-friendly. Something about a fresh haircut made her feel confident, and she could use all the help she could get. Too bad new social settings couldn’t be as easy as giving a paper at a conference.

			After a parting promise to Gertrude that she wouldn’t be bringing any women home, Hudson topped off the cat’s kibble bowl, grabbed her keys, and let herself out the back door. The drive to the park at the edge of town took all of five minutes, but she added an additional one or two to take the winding road along the edge of campus. 

			Coteau College was exactly what you’d expect an elite liberal arts college nestled in the Hudson Valley of New York to be. Most of the campus consisted of old brick buildings with ivy creeping up their walls. The rest were quaint but thoroughly remodeled residence halls, a state-of-the-art science building, and a brand-new fitness center. It had a robust endowment and a commitment to excellence in both teaching and research. In other words, the stuff academic dreams were made of.

			At the park, Hudson secured a spot in the makeshift grass lot—between an ancient Subaru and a gorgeous Land Rover that probably cost more than her annual salary. She did a final check of her hair in the rearview mirror and gave herself a nod of reassurance. It was Pride. How hard could it be?

			Since the festival schedule kicked off with the parade, she strolled over to the four-block strip of Cedar Street that made up the route. The local chapter of SAGE marched first—two dozen or so seniors wearing matching T-shirts and rainbow feather boas. Hudson cheered, grateful so many more of this generation of elders were around to share their wisdom but also simply around.

			A gaggle of drag queens came next in a homemade float, blasting “We Are Family” from a pair of speakers mounted on the back of the pickup hauling them. Musicians, dancers, and community groups filed past, carrying balloons and waving rainbow flags. It was a far cry from New York City Pride, or the Prides she’d gone to in California. But it was exuberant and, in a way, much more her speed.

			When the last makeshift float passed, the crowd dispersed. Hudson wandered, a little sad to be solo but enjoying the sense of community all the same. She talked up folks at a few of the booths, taking cards from the people and businesses that would become part of her life in Ryekill.

			A banner bearing the Coteau College emblem caught her eye. A pair of what she assumed to be students and three adults chatted with themselves and any passersby who paused in front of their table. Hudson made her way over, excited but nervous. Silly really, since these were her people. And yet not silly, since she felt the weight of making a good first impression.

			One of the students caught her eye first and flashed a thousand-watt smile. “Happy Pride,” they said.

			“Happy Pride.” Hudson stepped the rest of the way up to the booth. “Are you a student at Coteau?”

			“Sophomore biology major.” They puffed out their chest ever so slightly, making Hudson smile. “Premed.”

			“Nice.” She hooked her thumb at her chest. “New professor. English.”

			“Oh, nice. My man Dwayne is an English major. He’s around here somewhere.” They made a show of looking around. “I’m Asher. They/them.”

			“Hudson. Greene. She/her.”

			“Bet.” Asher bopped their head. “Are you looking to connect to the community?”

			“I am. Tell me everything.”

			They chatted for longer than Hudson would have expected, and Asher introduced her to Davina, an anthropology professor, and Eric, who worked in res life. She got info on the LGBT resource center, the faculty/staff affinity group, and the welcome social that would happen the first week of classes. She’d just started to walk away when Asher caught her attention.

			“I need a humanities elective in the fall. I’m not loving the philosophy class I got into. Maybe I’ll switch into one of yours.”

			Hudson got a little swell of excitement anytime she had the chance to hook a non-major. “I’d love that. No hard sell, but my survey of American lit will only have women and queer writers as required reading.”

			“No shit. I mean, no way.”

			It was her turn to do the head bop. “It’ll be a lot of fun, and I think at least half the kids in it will be non-majors.”

			“I’m totally switching. I’m going to tell Dwayne he should take it, too.”

			“The more the merrier. Especially when it comes to family.” Hudson leaned in like they were trading secrets. “Y’all don’t say that anymore, do you?”

			Asher gave a sheepish shrug. “I know what it means though.”

			“I’ll make you a deal. I’ll introduce you to some cool queer books and you can hook me up on Gen Z slang.” She tried, but it changed so damn often.

			“Facts.”

			That one, at least, she knew. “I’ll see you in August, then.”

			Hudson continued her meander, a swell of optimism about starting her career at Coteau making her buoyant. During her job search, she’d been focused on the reputation of the department—well-resourced and with a solid reputation for quality publications and high-profile conference proceedings. Neither were givens at small liberal arts colleges. 

			There was also the fact that Lawrence Michaelson, a family friend since before she was born, had been a fixture of the Coteau College English Department for close to four decades. It was like starting at a new school and already having a buddy. A buddy old enough to be her father, but still. She considered him a mentor as much as an honorary uncle.

			And now she’d gotten a taste of how welcoming and robust the queer community on campus was. She hadn’t expected unwelcoming. In fact, she’d ruled out both conservative institutions and conservative parts of the country when starting her job search. It was a risk, but she’d had the luxury of living her whole life in blue states and had no desire to do otherwise. And she’d made enough of a name for herself that she’d been recruited pretty heavily by Coteau and a couple of other institutions.

			Coteau, an hour north of the City and two from her parents’ place on Long Island, was shaping up to hit all her wickets and then some. It was so satisfying to have chosen well, and to be back on the East Coast.

			Rather than heading home, Hudson wandered over to the row of food trucks assembled on the far side of the festival. Definitely more fun than her fridge of salad makings and leftovers. And maybe—just maybe—she’d stick around long enough to check out the dance party slated to start at sundown.
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        * * *

      

			Callie stepped back from the Planned Parenthood booth and scanned the crowd. It was a good turnout this year, likely fueled by the absolutely glorious weather. Winters might be brutal, but the northeast sure knew how to do summer. She didn’t get it off like students and faculty did, but she made the most of every moment she had.

			She’d already run into a handful of students—a few who stuck around to take a summer course or two and a few who preferred lingering on campus to whatever awaited them at home. It made her sad that so many of the latter seemed to be the queer kids, but she was glad Coteau kept its doors open and made a year-round safe space for those who needed it.

			“Dean Shaw!” 

			Whatever Callie’s feelings about academic rank and title might be, it still gave her a surge of pleasure to hear her own. Some faculty might not consider the dean of advising a real dean, but since she technically outranked them in the college org chart, that was their problem and not hers. Besides, it was students’ opinion and respect she most valued. She turned in the direction of the voice and found herself face-to-face with the co-presidents of the Rainbow Alliance. She wasn’t sure which of them had called to her, but it didn’t really matter. “Hey, Dwayne. Hey, Asher.”

			“Your dress is amazing.” Asher flicked a finger up and down to indicate Callie’s outfit. “We think you should wear it one of the days of orientation.”

			She glanced down. The rainbow fabric had been stitched on the bias, creating a bold chevron pattern. “A bit loud for work, I’m afraid. Aesthetically, I mean. Not politically.”

			Both Dwayne and Asher laughed. “Bet,” Asher said.

			Dwayne nodded. “Bet.”

			Callie smiled at both the slang and the echoed sentiment. “Are you having a good Pride?”

			They nodded. Asher tipped their chin. “Are you going to the dance?”

			The dance served as the finale of the day and consisted of a DJ and several disco balls under a huge tent set up at the center of the park. Since she’d essentially given up late nights at the club, it was one of the few times a year she got to dance in that bass-fueled bump and grind that reminded her of her own days as a college student, reveling in exuberant queerness until the wee hours. “I wouldn’t miss it.”

			They squealed their delight and promised to see her there, even if it required waving at her from the underage side. Callie promised to keep an eye out for them, then headed over to the Coteau booth for the closing volunteer shift. It wouldn’t be dark for hours yet, but the sun had shifted behind the towering oaks and maples that edged the park, and the festival started to wind down. She helped pack up and carted a couple of the boxes to her car. 

			Satisfied she’d done her gay civic duty, she texted Sasha, Coteau’s registrar and her best friend, who’d left briefly to take her nephew to baseball practice. They met up at one of the makeshift bars flanking the over-twenty-one section of the party. “Drink?” Sasha asked.

			“Drink,” Callie said.

			Since their choices consisted of cans of beer or hard seltzer, she went with a seltzer. “God, this is terrible,” Sasha said after a single sip.

			“Did you expect otherwise?”

			Sasha sucked her teeth. “Fair.”

			They hovered for the first twenty minutes or so, letting the crowd warm up and the sun go down. Callie didn’t need alcohol to dull her inhibitions, but since she’d gone to the trouble of buying it, she figured she might as well drink it. 

			She and Sasha hadn’t gone to school together, but they’d graduated the same year, and when a song from their college days came on, a single knowing look had them joining the fray. Callie thrust out her arms and sang along. She jutted her hips this way and that, letting the joy of the music pulse through her. They danced to that song and the next three, until sweat trickled down her spine and she felt lithe and free.

			Sasha insisted on another drink, even if it was terrible, and they resumed their spot on the periphery, soaking up the joy of the night.

			Sasha cleared her throat, punctuating it with an unsubtle flick of her finger in the direction of the bar.

			“What?” Callie asked.

			“Hottie at three o’clock, totally checking you out.”

			“Seriously?” Callie snickered. “Just because most of the people here are half our age doesn’t mean we need to talk like we are.”

			“Speak for yourself. I’m all about pretending I’m twenty-two and looking to get laid.” Pretending being the operative word. Sasha had gone through a nasty divorce in the spring and remained squarely in the stubbornly celibate phase.

			“Hey, I never said I was against getting laid. I’m just happy to do it as my thirty-six-year-old self.” If anything, she’d become more sexually adventurous since landing in her thirties. And she wasn’t ashamed to say so.

			“Well, I think you might have some willing company.”

			Callie turned in time to see an adorable butch giving her an appreciative stare. But instead of coming over, they shifted their attention to the beer in their hand. “A little skittish, no?”

			Sasha quirked a brow. “We can’t all be as brazen as you.” 

			Callie’s eye roll said all she had to say about that.

			“Go on. Take pity.” Sasha gave her a none too subtle elbow to the ribs. “Talk to them.”

			She would have even without the encouragement. Because as much as she loved a butch with swagger, she wasn’t about to turn her nose up at one who invited her to make the first move. Especially one with a preppy aesthetic and a sexy ass fringe. She took a sip of the seltzer that, in fact, tasted nothing like a mojito and slowly crossed the dance floor to where they stood. “Hi.”

			They glanced down again, but only for a second. When they looked up, they gave Callie one of those smiles that might be shy or simply made to look that way. Either way, Callie ate it right up. “Hi,” they said.

			“I’m Callie.” She extended a hand.

			“Hudson.” 

			Hudson’s grip was firm but not aggressive, leaving Callie even more intrigued than she’d been with the smile. “Cute.” And so gay.

			“Family name,” Hudson said with a what-can-I-say half shrug.

			“She/her.” She hooked a thumb at herself.

			“Same.”

			“I don’t think I’ve seen you in Ryekill before.” Not that she knew every queer in town, but she certainly knew more than she didn’t. “Visiting?”

			“Just moved here,” Hudson said.

			“Ah. Welcome to town, then. And happy Pride.”

			“Thanks.” Hudson’s head tipped slightly. “Are you the official welcome wagon?”

			Callie smirked. “I can be. Would you like to dance?”

			Another tilt of the head. “Yes, I would.”

			This Hudson was shaping up to be the most adorable creature she’d bumped into in ages. Callie set her drink on the closest high-top table, happy for an excuse to abandon it. Hudson did the same with her beer and gestured for Callie to lead the way.

			They started the way casual acquaintances might, smiling and moving in and out of each other’s personal space. When the song ended, Callie looked to where she’d left Sasha, only to find her chatting with a trans guy from the admissions office. 

			“Can I get you another drink?” Hudson asked.

			She didn’t love her choices at the abbreviated bar, but that was no reason to say no. “You most certainly can.”

			It was hard to have much of a conversation with the music, but they chatted about the magic of queer spaces and how encouraging it was to see so many young people embracing their identities. They danced again. Closer this time, shifting with and eventually against one another. She made space for Hudson’s thigh between her own, let her breasts brush ever so slightly against Hudson’s chest.

			As one song melded into another, Callie wondered whether Hudson would make a move. When the next one ended in a slightly more pronounced way, she took a tiny step back, thinking she’d suggest a break if nothing else.

			“Do you maybe want to get out of here?” Hudson lifted a shoulder, like she might be referring to taking a stroll or hitting a diner instead of the more obvious insinuation. But the intensity in her hazel eyes told a different story.

			Callie debated her options and decided against being coy. “My house is only a couple of blocks from here.”

			Surprise registered first, there was no mistaking it. And in the blink of an eye, Callie would swear she watched a whole internal debate play across Hudson’s features. But instead of backing off or backing down, she gave Callie another of those killer smiles. And there was nothing shy about it. “I’d love that.”

	




		
    
            Chapter Ten





			@shitprofessorssay: Oh, what are journal articles to rocks and mountains?

			Hudson pulled into Callie’s driveway and debated texting her or simply waiting. Callie saved her the trouble of deciding by coming right out. She turned and said something into the house before closing the door, and Hudson smiled. It was nice not to be the only one who said goodbye to their pet when leaving.

			Callie strode to the passenger seat, and Hudson took the ten or so seconds to appreciate Callie’s legs. The hiking boots and shorts left just enough to the imagination. And the ponytail she sported made Hudson’s fingers itch to tug the hair tie free.

			She cleared her throat, though it was for no one’s benefit but her own. Hiking. She’d invited Callie to go hiking.

			Even as she told herself that, she admitted it was a load of shit. Not the hiking part. She genuinely loved spending a few hours walking through the woods. It was the idea that she’d had no other motive. That was the bullshit part. 

			For the millionth or so time, Callie’s words echoed in her mind. “Friends with benefits,” she’d said. “Or we could date.” Hudson hadn’t known what to say at the time, but she’d yet to stop thinking about the possibilities. Along with Callie’s assurances that they were colleagues in the loosest sense of the word. 

			She’d wanted to act on the possibilities Callie had so effortlessly laid out, but the prospect of a traditional date had felt off. Just as inviting Callie over—or inviting herself to Callie’s—seemed presumptuous. So here she was, picking up Callie and not Gwyn or Layla or anyone else she’d befriended and could have asked to join her to wander amongst the trees. Picnic lunch and the hike itself the absolute last thing on her mind. 

			“Hi,” Callie said brightly as she opened the door.

			Hudson’s adrenaline surged as Callie slid in. Just a hike. For now. “Hi.”

			“Interesting choice for a first date. Or is it a second?”

			Damn, the woman did not waste time. Though, if she was being honest, it was refreshing that Callie didn’t beat around the bush. Or at least it was now that she wasn’t freaking out over the prospect of the bushes. “I thought we could do the get to know you part and see how it goes.”

			Callie quirked a brow. “So, you consider stamina on the trail more telling than what I might order at a restaurant?”

			She’d certainly never say that, but it held a kernel of truth. “Clearly.”

			“I feel like I should confess I haven’t done a ton of hiking around here,” Callie said.

			“I promise the spot I picked isn’t too strenuous.”

			“Oh, I didn’t mean that.” Callie smirked. “Though, I’m not sad to be leisurely.”

			“What did you mean?” Hudson asked.

			“I meant I grew up in the Adirondacks so most of my hiking has been there. I did my first High Peak when I was fifteen.”

			“Impressive.” She’d been somewhat athletic as a kid, but the outdoorsy part had come later. “I promise this is not that.”

			“Like I said, not sad about being leisurely.”

			“Well, I packed a picnic, so I think leisurely is a pretty safe bet.”

			“Ooh, a picnic. Why didn’t you lead with that?” Callie wiggled her butt back and forth, sort of a seated happy dance.

			Hudson tried not to think about that wiggle in a different context. “If I’d known that was going to be your reaction, I might have.”

			She drove along with the help of GPS, turning from one state or county route onto another. It took less than an hour to arrive at the trailhead parking area. As promised in the various guides she’d researched, signs pointed to various loops, but there was no mention of Huckleberry Point. “It’s about four and a half miles round trip for the one I picked, and the view at the top is supposed to be spectacular. But we can do one of the shorter trails if you’d prefer.”

			Callie grinned. “If I get a gorgeous view and a break for lunch, I’m totally game. I’ll even help carry stuff.”

			Hudson worked her arms through the straps of the backpack and clipped the one across her chest. “I got it, but thanks.”

			They walked about ten steps before Callie stopped. “Not to be weird, but do you have TP in there?”

			She puffed out her chest. “I do. And hand sanitizer and a poop shovel should the need arise.”

			Callie smacked her lips. “You know, the shovel itself might not be sexy, but hiking with someone so prepared is.”

			An eager beaver compliment if ever she heard one. “I’ll take it.”

			They started the trail in earnest, side-by-side when the path was wide enough and Hudson in the lead otherwise since she’d researched what markers to follow. She checked in with Callie on the pace a couple of times, just to be sure. After the third, Callie planted her hands on her hips and gave her a dubious stare. 

			“Sorry,” she said, even though Callie hadn’t actually complained.

			“I need you to trust me to communicate.” Callie smirked. “Just like in bed.”

			Hudson choked, not because they’d struggled to communicate in bed but because they’d done so seamlessly once they’d gotten there. Well, that and the fact that Callie was mentioning being in bed so casually. “Right,” she finally managed.

			“Though I do appreciate your meticulousness.”

			She laughed at herself because it seemed like the most graceful response. “Thanks, I think.”

			Callie flicked her fingers to signal Hudson to resume walking, which Hudson did. “It’s a compliment. Mostly.”

			They walked on, pausing here and there for Hudson to double check her notes or to strategize the best way to pick their way across a tiny stream without getting their feet wet. It truly was a lovely hike, even if she found herself wishing for a different sort of physical exertion. “So, when did you decide you wanted to be a dean of advising?” Hudson glanced over her shoulder with a smile.

			“I didn’t.” Callie quirked a brow.

			She stopped, making Callie all but run into her. “Wait. What?”

			Callie, who’d recovered from the near collision quickly, folded her arms. “When did you decide you wanted to be an English professor?”

			“Sixth grade.”

			Callie pressed her lips together, making Hudson wonder if it was to suppress a laugh. “Are we almost to the lunch spot? Because this sounds like a story, and I want to hear it.”

			Hudson shrugged. “It’s not anything exciting, really. I already loved books. And my father is a professor. To my eleven-year-old brain, he got to study as a job, and I thought that was pretty much the coolest thing ever.”

			Callie’s features softened. “That’s cute.”

			She made a show of standing a little taller. “Thank you. Most people think it’s nerdy.”

			“Oh, it’s definitely that, too. They’re not mutually exclusive, at least not in my book.”

			“That’s a relief.” 

			Callie quirked a brow. “I’d be in the wrong line of work if I felt otherwise.”

			Hudson nodded her agreement and started walking again. “If you didn’t decide you wanted to be a dean of advising, how did you become one?”

			“I definitely did not grow up in a family of professors.” Callie chuckled, but it had a trace of an edge to it. Not defensive, but maybe dismissive. “But I liked being in college. Not just the being a student part. It felt like the time where you became who you were going to be, you know?”

			She turned back to smile again. “I do.”

			“I decided to do a master’s in higher ed administration. My first job happened to be in advising and it clicked.”

			“Huh.” 

			“Does that surprise you or give you anxiety?”

			Hudson chuckled at being so easily pegged. “I’m going to plead the Fifth.”

			“Perhaps that’s wise,” Callie said.

			She didn’t get the chance to form a comeback. Without fuss or fanfare, the trail opened to a clearing with a sweeping view of the Catskills and the Hudson River. “Wow.”

			“Wow indeed.”

			They stood like that for several minutes, drinking it in. Finally, Hudson suggested they eat and scoped a fallen log to sit on. She pulled the various baggies and containers from her pack—cheese and crackers, nuts and dried apricots, olives. “I have a thermos of wine if you’re interested, but I understand if you’d rather stick to water.”

			“I think we deserve a little wine, don’t you?”

			Hudson popped open the collapsible tumblers she’d brought and poured them each a glass. They clinked cups and ate, talking about everything and nothing. Other than not knowing whether they were going to act on the attraction simmering between them, Hudson couldn’t think of much that would have made the day better.

			When they’d polished off most of the food, Callie kicked her feet out in front of her and turned her face to the sun. She took a deep breath, looking every part the contented cat, before returning her gaze to Hudson. “Thank you for lunch. Much snazzier than I was expecting.”

			“That’s me. Snazzy.” 

			“Should we start back?”

			“Probably.” Hudson waited a beat, then decided to take her chances. “I’d kind of like to kiss you, though.”

			“Would you, now?” Callie seemed surprised by the declaration but pleasantly so.

			She nodded. “I’d like to do more than kiss you, actually, but I’m not much of an exhibitionist, and the ground is overrated.”

			Callie’s pupils dilated slightly, and a flush bloomed at the base of her throat. “What are you proposing?”

			“How about dinner, and maybe more, at my place?”

			Callie looked her up and down, slow enough to send a flush creeping through Hudson as well. “I think you should probably kiss me now, though.”

			“Yeah?” Hudson asked.

			“Just to make sure the chemistry is still there.”

			Hudson had zero doubts on that front, but she wasn’t about to turn down an opportunity to get her mouth on Callie’s. “So, for science?”

			Callie stood. “For science.”

			Hudson got to her feet and closed the short distance between them. “I have to say, for someone who’d devoted her life to the humanities, I love science.”

			Callie’s eyes sparkled with a mixture of amusement and arousal. The combo proved pretty damn intoxicating. “For someone who spent way too much time researching the least science-y option to fulfill her natural science requirement, same.”

			They stood mere inches apart now. Hudson would swear she could feel the warmth radiating from Callie’s skin. She took her time, drinking in the anticipation in Callie’s eyes. The desire.

			Callie’s lips parted slightly. Was she even aware of it? Or was she driving Hudson wild on purpose? When push came to shove, it hardly mattered. Because Callie was driving her wild, but she’d also given Hudson license to act on it.

			Hudson leaned in, delighting in the way Callie’s eyes fluttered closed. Not surrender, exactly. Acquiescence perhaps. Invitation. 

			She kissed Callie softly. It had been a couple of months, and she wanted to see if Callie’s lips under hers felt as good as she remembered. Or, perhaps more accurately, as good as she’d fantasized about.

			Somehow, it was better.

			Callie’s mouth yielded to hers, but only for a moment. Before Hudson could take the kiss deeper, Callie’s tongue darted out to trace the edge of her lip. Assertive. Eager.

			Hudson let out a groan and sucked Callie’s bottom lip between hers. Callie leaned into her, pressing already hard nipples to Hudson’s chest. Hudson slid her hands around Callie’s waist, pulling the full length of their bodies together. Callie’s tongue played along hers, teasing. Teasing and tempting Hudson to do a lot more than kiss. The trail wasn’t all that public, right? 

			Realizing how close she was to tossing her rules about what constituted suitable behavior, Hudson broke the kiss. Callie regarded her with hungry eyes, her breaths coming shallow and fast. She left no doubt about what she might be willing to do in the middle of the woods.

			“I think we should head back,” Hudson said reluctantly. 

			Callie merely nodded. 

			“For what it’s worth, I don’t want to stop. But if we did that for much longer, I’m not sure I’d be able to.”

			The heat didn’t fade from Callie’s eyes, but a smile played at the corner of her mouth. “Sounds like we’re on the same page.”
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        * * *

      

			“No pets?” Callie asked, not surprised but a little disappointed by Hudson’s seemingly empty house.

			“A cat. She’s shy around strangers, but you may see her before the evening is up.” Hudson’s affectionate smile said loads.

			“What’s her name?” Callie asked, mollified.

			“Gertrude.”

			“Gertrude?” She tried and failed not to laugh.

			Hudson cleared her throat. “After Gertrude Stein.”

			Of course. 

			“I considered naming her Edith, since Edith Wharton is my favorite writer, but that felt a little too obvious.”

			Callie did chuckle then. “And you’d never want to be obvious.”

			Hudson’s eyes narrowed. “You’re making fun of me, aren’t you?”

			“I would never.” She cocked her head. “Except when you do the most professor thing ever and name your cat after a famous lesbian intellectual.”

			“To be fair, it’s the most queer professor thing ever.”

			It was absurd but also kind of charming. “Touché.”

			Hudson gestured to the kitchen. “I’m going to pull the chicken out to take the chill off and chop vegetables for the couscous. Glass of wine?”

			“Absolutely. Can I help?”

			“I got it.” Hudson poured them each a glass of chardonnay and gestured back to the living room. “Make yourself comfortable.”

			Callie accepted the glass. “Don’t mind if I do.”

			Instead of settling on the sofa, Callie wandered, studying the contents of Hudson’s bookcases with curiosity. Lots of books, which was to be expected. They weren’t all classic literature or academic esoterica, though. Bird books and fishing books sat nestled next to cocktail guides and a couple of Brene Brown’s latest works. There was a whole shelf of worn sci-fi paperbacks, too. “You can learn a lot about a person by looking at what they put on their shelves,” she said after catching Hudson peeking at her through the cased opening.

			“Agreed.” Hudson returned her attention to the cutting board. “What are you learning about me?”

			Scattered amongst the books were family photos. One of Hudson at what looked like her college graduation and another more recent one with her in doctoral robes. In both, she was flanked by parents beaming with pride. Interesting that she’d chosen to display milestones instead of something like a vacation. “You’re a nerd, but I already knew that. Quite diverse in your interests, which is a pleasant surprise. And I’m guessing you’re an only child whose parents put a lot of stock in accomplishments.”

			“Impressive.” Hudson stepped out of the kitchen, platter of chicken in hand. “Why do you say only child?”

			She pointed to one of the photos. “I see pictures of you with what I assume are your parents. So, either you don’t have siblings, or you don’t like them very much.”

			Hudson laughed. “Sound logic, though I have a brother. I’m not sure why I don’t have any pictures of him up. What about the accomplishments part?”

			“Well, of all the moments in your life to put on display, you picked graduations.”

			Hudson’s eyes narrowed, and she frowned. “What do you have pictures of?”

			“Family camping trips mostly. Oh, and my sister’s kids.”

			“Well, sure. If my brother had kids, I’d definitely have pictures of them.” Hudson continued to frown.

			“Hey, I’m not knocking your pictures. Or what they symbolize. Graduations are a big deal.” Though she hadn’t even attended the commencement ceremony when she finished her master’s degree.

			“I guess they were. Like I said earlier, my dad is an economics professor.”

			“Right.” She tried for an encouraging nod. “It totally makes sense that academic milestones are the ones that feel the most important.”

			“I honestly never really thought about it. I mean, we do family vacations and stuff. I guess I take more pictures of scenery than us.”

			“Nothing wrong with that. I have a camera roll full of sunsets over various lakes in the Adirondacks.”

			“See, now you’re speaking my language.” Hudson smiled, and it went all the way to her eyes.

			“Look at that. We agree on something.” It was a weird choice of phrase, given that they hadn’t actually disagreed about anything. 

			If it landed that way for Hudson, she didn’t acknowledge it. She angled her head toward the sliding glass door. “I’m going to go turn on the grill. I can’t wait to see what else you glean from my shelves.”

			Callie continued her perusal, not just of the bookcases but the room as a whole. Hudson’s style was classic and skewed slightly masculine. The couch looked deep and comfortable—and a hell of a lot more expensive than the IKEA model currently gracing her living room. A big leather ottoman stood in for a coffee table. A few of the accent pieces looked antique but lived in. It made her wonder if they’d come from family or if Hudson had sought them out and chosen them for herself.

			She wandered into the adjacent dining area that connected the living room to the kitchen. The table there sat six and also looked antique. A series of black-and-white photos caught her eye. They depicted the same stretch of beach at different moments, the mixture of tumultuous and serene striking.

			“Did you take these?” She pointed to them when Hudson came inside.

			“I wish. A friend from high school is a professional photographer. That’s Sunset Beach in Montauk.”

			Of course it was. “It’s beautiful.”

			Hudson stepped into the kitchen and grabbed the plate of chicken. “Not as dramatic as what you see on the West Coast, but I’m partial to it.”

			Hudson went back out to the grill, and Callie studied them a bit more. She’d never been to Long Island, had never felt the need. When she had the desire—and means—to go to a real beach, Cape Cod was her shore of choice. Easier to get to, oddly, but also home to Provincetown. And if she had to choose between chichi beach town and gay beach town, she was going to pick gay every damn time. Even if it happened to be a little chichi, too.

			It felt like only a matter of minutes before they sat at that lovely table. Callie expected the food to be serviceable, but it was delicious. The chicken had been both marinated and grilled to perfection, and the addition of fresh herbs and toasted pine nuts took the couscous to the next level. “You’re quite the cook.”

			Hudson’s smile was sly. “You sound surprised.”

			She clicked her tongue. “Not surprised that you can, just that you’re so good at it.”

			Hudson gave a slight bow. “I’ll try to take that as a compliment.”

			The teasing tone reminded Callie that, while her first impression may have been the opposite, Hudson had a confidence about most things that was, for lack of a better term, hot as fuck. “You definitely should.”

			“Anything else you want to compliment while you’re at it?” 

			“Depends. How assertive are you going to be about taking me to bed when we’re done with dinner?”

			Hudson leaned forward, and her eyes darkened. “How assertive do you want me to be?”

			Callie swallowed, her arousal going from a two to about a two thousand in an instant. “Take the level you think I want and double it.” She cocked her head. “Maybe triple.”

			Hudson nodded slowly. “Noted.”

			She smiled, her libido revving as high as her imagination.

			“Hey, Callie?”

			Something about the way Hudson said her name sent a delicious shiver up her spine. “Yes?” 

			“Finish your dinner.”

		




	
    
            Chapter Eleven





			@shitprofessorssay: The only thing more satisfying than a really good fuck is telling reviewer #2 to go fuck himself.

			Despite her suggestion, and despite the roaring in her ears since Callie’s comment about being assertive, Hudson didn’t rush. She took Callie’s hand and led her upstairs, much the same way as Callie had done with her that first night. The thrill of novelty might be gone, but the anticipation of knowing exactly what she would do to Callie—of what Callie would do to her—more than made up for it. She offered a prayer of thanks to the goddess that they’d kept the hike tame, and that the fatigue she felt was the sort to dissolve with the right enticement.

			The sun had only begun to set, casting her bedroom in a warm glow. Hudson wasted no time going to the bed and yanking down the covers. She didn’t release Callie’s hand.

			“Nice,” Callie said.

			“I’m not sure this counts as assertive. At least not yet.” Though she had no shortage of ideas.

			“I was talking about your sheets.”

			Hudson glanced down, forgetting which set of her admittedly out of control collection she’d picked out for the week. White with little green pine trees. She chuckled. Better than the sloths in pajamas she’d just taken off. “Thanks.”

			“But you do get points for not letting go.” Callie gave her hand a squeeze.

			“I’m going to, but only long enough to get you naked.”

			Callie released her grip on Hudson’s hand. Hudson went right for Callie’s shirt, tugging it over her head and tossing it onto the chair in the corner. Underneath, Callie wore a soft cotton bra in pale green. That went, too.

			“Wait,” Callie said. 

			Hudson paused, hands poised barely an inch above Callie’s breasts. “Why do I feel like this is a test?”

			Callie laughed and the subtle shift of her body pressed her nipples to Hudson’s palms. Hudson bit back a groan. “No test, I promise.”

			“What, then?” She’d stopped second-guessing Callie’s desire, so it had to be something else.

			“Shower. I really want a shower.”

			“Seriously?”

			“I got sweaty.” Callie made a show of smelling her armpit. “And smelly.”

			Of the many ways she could play this, one quickly rose to the top. “Only if we get to shower together.”

			Callie’s grin spread slowly, but it grew, lighting up her entire face. “What a fantastic idea.”

			She took Callie’s hand again and all but dragged her to the bathroom, letting go to flick on the water and rid Callie of her remaining clothes. “Now me.”

			Callie smirked at the directive but wasted no time getting Hudson naked. Hudson pulled back the curtain and gestured for Callie to go first. Callie stepped in, dunked her head, and let out a groan of pleasure. Hudson quickly followed.

			“If you’re going to make that sound under some hot water, I’m going to have to up my game.”

			Callie gave Hudson a salacious onceover. “I’m pretty sure whatever we get up to after this will feel even better.”

			She slipped her arms around Callie’s waist and pulled her close. “Who says we have to wait until after?”

			From the look on Callie’s face, she’d managed to surprise her. Hudson got a feeling that didn’t happen very often. She took advantage, cupping the back of Callie’s neck and pulling her in for a kiss. She slid her other hand down to Callie’s ass.

			“Mm-hmm.”

			Hudson felt Callie’s hum of approval more than she heard it. As tempting as it was to drop to her knees and take what she wanted, she’d promised Callie an actual shower, and she intended to deliver. She broke the kiss and murmured in Callie’s ear. “Turn around.”

			Callie smirked. “Kinky.”

			Hudson tried for a stern look. Callie giggled but did as she’d been instructed. Hudson squirted a blob of shampoo into her palm and worked it into Callie’s hair. Callie moaned. “You’re easy,” Hudson said.

			“Yep.”

			She massaged Callie’s scalp, then had her turn to rinse. Suds sluiced down both their bodies, slicking their skin and filling the shower with the fragrance of rosemary and mint. She added conditioner next, then soaped Callie’s body from head to toe, lingering longer than necessary on Callie’s erect nipples. “Now me.”

			The command got her the same smirk as before, but once again, Callie did as she was told. 

			Once they were both clean and rinsed, Hudson pulled Callie close. She pressed her hand to the apex of Callie’s thighs. “Would you like to get out now, or would you like me to fuck you in the shower?”

			“Bed.” Callie’s voice was breathy. “Please.”

			Hudson’s insides clenched. God. What was it about a woman saying please?

			She turned off the water and pulled back the curtain, then handed Callie one of the towels she’d grabbed from the closet. “Would you like one for your hair?”

			Callie, who’d been drying her face, lowered the towel in her hand. “How’d you know?”

			“I’ve been with enough femmes to learn a thing or two.”

			Callie bent over long enough to twist the towel around her head, and then held out her hand. “Major brownie points.”

			Hudson handed her a second towel and went to work drying herself. “What are these points good for?”

			“Depends. What do you want?”

			She tipped her head back and forth. “If last time is anything to go on, I think we might already be on the same page.”

			Callie—looking equal parts adorable and sexy in her matching towel wrap and turban combo—gave her a long, slow once-over. “I’m all in on a repeat performance. With room for improvisation, of course.”

			“Of course.” Hudson didn’t bother with the robe she kept on the back of the door. “Shall we?”

			Callie shed the towel on her head and did a quick finger comb of her hair. “I’m right behind you.”

			Back in her room, Hudson considered Callie’s words from earlier—the part about a repeat performance but also the part about being assertive. Take the level you think I want and double it. 

			“Why do you look like you’re plotting?” Callie, still wrapped in the other towel, regarded Hudson with amusement.

			“Because I am.” Hudson narrowed her eyes slightly. “How do you feel about toys?”

			“In general, or do you have something particular in mind?”

			She lifted a shoulder. “Depends on your answer.”

			Callie’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I love to be on the receiving end of a strap, but mostly I want to get my mouth on you.”

			Damn. “Those things don’t have to be mutually exclusive, do they?”

			“They do not.” Callie bit her lip. “Can I go down on you first? It’s such a turn-on.”

			Hudson couldn’t suppress a chuckle. “Of course.”

			“What? Why are you laughing?”

			“I’m finding it hard to be assertive when you keep coming up with such good ideas.”

			“Oh.” Callie frowned.

			“I’m not complaining, mind you. Simply observing.”

			“Okay.” Callie inhaled deeply, connected the middle finger and thumb of both her hands, and closed her eyes—a picture of meditative calm. “I’m ready.”

			“Ready?” Hudson asked.

			“For you to boss me around.”

			She laughed again. “How do you manage to be funny and sexy at the same time?”

			“It’s a gift,” Callie said without missing a beat.

			They stood for a moment, silent. Not a test, exactly, but Hudson was curious. Callie opened her mouth but closed it again, like she sensed Hudson’s thoughts. Hudson smiled. “How about you get naked for me?”

			Callie arched her brow and proceeded to give Hudson a strip show. No small feat, given she was only wearing a towel. And again, sexy without being overly serious. So damn effective. Callie struck a pose. “Better?”

			“Much. And since you’re so good at it, I’ll let you get rid of mine while you’re at it.”

			Callie didn’t waste time, but she worked in a flourish or two, flicking the towel from around Hudson’s waist and strutting around like a show girl.

			“Very nice. Now, would you like to lie on your stomach or your back?”

			It was infinitely satisfying to watch Callie’s face as she extrapolated meaning from the two options. “Back,” she said with a sly smile.

			“Why don’t you get comfortable, then?”

			Callie pulled the covers the rest of the way back and climbed in, situating herself a couple of feet down from the head of the bed. “How’s this?”

			“Perfect.” As aroused as she was, Hudson didn’t lose sight of it being their first time in this particular arrangement. “You’ll tap on my thigh if you need space or air or anything else.”

			“I will.” Callie tipped her head. “But I won’t.”

			Hudson trusted Callie to know the difference. She joined Callie in bed and had no sooner positioned herself over Callie’s face than Callie’s tongue found her. She braced one hand on her thigh and one on the headboard. “Fuck.”

			Callie hummed her pleasure but didn’t let up. She licked and sucked like she’d spent years dedicated to the study of Hudson’s body—how it worked and what it liked and what got her off. Hudson murmured encouragements disguised as demands, wanting to uphold her end of the bargain. But mostly she let Callie do what Callie wanted to do.

			That included Callie wrapping her arms around Hudson’s thighs and holding tight. It included Callie’s tongue circling Hudson’s clit and then plunging into her opening. It included the most erotic noises she’d ever heard from someone on the giving end of things. And it included Hudson trying and failing spectacularly to hold her orgasm at bay.

			She couldn’t bring herself to be sad. Coming hard and fast meant she recovered quickly, and in a matter of minutes, she had Callie bent over the bed, legs spread in delicious invitation. Yeah, definitely not sad.

			“I’m too sensitive to use the vibrator I keep in my harness. I’m going to use it on you unless you tell me not to.”

			“Depends. What will you do if I beg you to let up?”

			She stroked the cock standing erect between her thighs. “What do you want me to do?”

			Callie tossed a look of playful challenge over her shoulder. “Not listen.”

			“Then I’m going to ask you to pick a safe word, just in case.”

			Callie quirked a brow. 

			“Safety first,” she said. Not that overstimulation was likely to cause real harm, but if they were going to play with consent, even a little, she didn’t take that lightly.

			“Unicorn.”

			“Unicorn?”

			Callie lifted her chin, doubling down on the challenge. “Unicorn.”

			“Unicorn it is.” Hudson reached between Callie’s legs, mostly to see how wet she was, and let out a low moan. Callie was literally dripping, and her clit was swollen and hard. Callie instinctively shifted her hips, making Hudson ache to be inside her. “I’m tempted to tell you to keep still, but that might be torture for me as much as you.”

			Callie laughed, but it was raspy and almost desperate. “If it’s any consolation, I would try.”

			Hudson moved her hand back to the cock. She circled Callie’s opening a couple of times, lubing up the tip. “It is. But I want you to move. With me, against me—whatever feels good. Can you do that for me?”

			“Uh—”

			She didn’t wait for Callie to get the second syllable out, pressing the tip in. The move elicited a groan from Callie. Hudson pumped her hips slowly, going deeper each time. Each time she pulled out, she marveled at the way the silicone glistened with Callie’s wetness.

			She planned to take her time, but Callie seemed to have other ideas, thrusting her hips back with impatience—until the entire length was buried inside her and the base pressed insistently to Hudson’s clit. “Somebody’s greedy.”

			Callie managed a murmur of agreement before Hudson started fucking her in earnest, timing her thrusts with the movement of Callie’s body. She let herself enjoy, grasping Callie’s lush hips and letting the push and pull of their joined bodies entrance her.

			When Callie’s noises became more frantic, Hudson clicked on the vibrator. She reached around and pressed it lightly to Callie’s clit.

			“Oh.” Callie’s voice pitched high with surprise.

			Hudson held it a little firmer.

			“Oh.” Callie’s voice dipped low, the sound almost guttural.

			“That’s it. Ride my cock with that pretty little pussy of yours.”

			“Oh. Oh, fuck. Oh, yes.” Callie repeated the phrases, changing up the order and throwing Hudson’s name in for good measure, along with more and harder and please.

			Despite her release only a few minutes before, Hudson’s belly tightened with the promise of another orgasm. When Callie’s body tensed, and she called Hudson’s name in a way she could only describe as primal, Hudson tumbled over the edge with her.

			Callie pushed the vibrator away with force and collapsed on the bed. Hudson dropped it to the floor, barely managing to click it off. She eased out of Callie gently and fell onto the bed beside her, not entirely trusting her legs to keep her upright.

			“You didn’t say unicorn,” she said when the ability to form words returned.

			Callie let out a feeble laugh. “I would have if you’d pressed the matter.”

			“Fair. Do you need help getting the rest of the way into bed?”

			“Nah.” Callie scrambled onto the mattress—not elegant but completely adorable. 

			Hudson shed the harness and followed suit, needing a breather if nothing else. “You’re ridiculously sexy. Have I told you that?”

			“I think so.” Callie rolled and curled into the crook of Hudson’s shoulder.

			“Well, it bears repeating.”

			“Same,” Callie mumbled. “Same.”

			Hudson’s sex-addled brain drifted in the direction of sleep until an unanticipated consequence of their shenanigans had her bolting awake and upright.

			“What? What’s wrong?” Callie’s voice sounded sleepy, sated. A particularly stark contrast to Hudson’s panic.

			“Lucy.”

			“Lucy?” Callie came onto her elbows. “What about Lucy?”

			“She’s home alone.”

			“Aw. You’re so sweet to think of her.” Callie’s smile was almost enough to distract Hudson from the issue at hand.

			“I can take you home. I’m sorry I didn’t think about it sooner. We can stay at your place. Or come back here if she’s okay with cats.” The other, perhaps more logical, option forced itself forward. “Or, I suppose, call it a night.”

			Callie came to a seated position, her expression coy. “You trying to get rid of me?”

			“No.” Hudson’s already amped up state stole whatever eloquence she might have had left after that last orgasm. “I just…is she fine on her own?”

			Callie gripped her forearm. “When it became clear this was where we were going to end up, I texted Sasha and asked if she could keep her for the night.”

			“Oh.” Relief surged but quickly succumbed to realizing the implications of that arrangement. “Oh.”

			Callie clearly read her thoughts because she laughed. “She’s cool, I promise.”

			She nodded, letting the sex glow return. “I should have known you’d make arrangements.”

			Callie pinched her side lightly. “Because I’m a responsible dog mom or because I’m the type to assume we’d end up in bed and I’d want to stay over.”

			Hudson shifted onto her knees, using the newfound leverage to nudge Callie onto her back. She blanketed Callie’s body with hers. “Yes.”

			“What are you going to do about it?”

			So, so many possibilities. She started kissing her way down Callie’s voluptuous torso. “I’ve got a few ideas.”
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        * * *

      

			Callie woke to a rumbling sensation, paired with the feeling of being trapped. She lifted her head, confusion remaining even as the sleep fog cleared, and looked around. Hudson’s room. Right. 

			The rumbling stopped and the weight lifted. With it, a meow of

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
	



