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  Melanie's Cookout


It had been months since Graham had spoken to any of his former coworkers. But then he'd been at a coffee shop after an overnight shift one morning and ran into Melanie, one of the other psychology adjuncts from his time at Fitchburg State University. They'd talked for a few minutes, gotten their coffees, and gone their separate ways. Graham thought it was nice to see her, especially with things so tense at the Foundation. And it had him thinking how much he missed teaching, but he also figured it was a one time thing.  
Then his favorite food influencers tried to kill him and almost succeeded. Graham got home from the hospital, climbed into bed, and a couple days later, there was a message on his phone from Melanie, saying it had been nice to see him the other day. And that had led to a few weeks of correspondence before she’d invited him and Madelyn to a cookout that she and her husband were holding. 
Now here they were, pulling up to the house. Graham was driving, though Madelyn had offered to. But he was alright. Sore, yes. It had been less than a month since the Chapman case, but he had a feeling that some of these aches were never fully going to heal. Gabriella had bounced back faster than him and James had, of course. And if James was doing worse than Graham, he wasn’t going to admit it and Graham wasn’t going to push him. They’d resolved things and he was almost certain that James believed him when Graham said he’d never been a burden, but he was trying to be a little less pushy about James’s health for a bit just in case. 
He got out of the car and Madelyn slowly followed. The house was in Westminster, a small town that bordered Leominster and Fitchburg, and it was pretty far into the woods. A new build, with a gorgeous yard and garden. And from where he was parked at the far end of the yard, Graham could already see several of his friends from his Fitchburg State days gathered.  
“Are you good to walk there?” he asked Madelyn, who was walking with her cane.
“Yeah, are you?” she asked.
There wasn’t actually a challenge there, but she looked directly at him as she said it. “I am,” Graham said.
He’d limped for a few days after the ceiling had collapsed on them. Graham barely remembered that happening. He remembered getting to the house and the initial confrontation. He’d no longer really believed that the Chapmans could be reasoned with, but he’d felt obligated to try. The Chapmans had blasted him with something and everything had gone black instantly. From there, he remembered Gabriella yelling for him to wake up, then nothing again. Then the hospital room with Madelyn gripping his hand and Gabriella and James still unconscious in the beds beside him. 
It wasn’t much, but it was certainly enough to get the nightmares going at night. 
Melanie and her husband, Jake, looked over as they crossed the yard. “There he is!” Jake called. “Long time, buddy! How’s it going?”
Jake was a professor too, teaching in the exercise science program. He was a little older than Graham, with thinning white-blonde hair and equally pale skin that was turning red in the afternoon sun. He grinned at Graham, then took the bakery-bought cookies from his hand before hugging him tightly. Then he turned to Madelyn. 
“You must be Madelyn,” he said.
Graham expected him to go in for a hug, but instead, he shook her hand. Relieved, Graham turned to Melanie, who also hugged him. She was a little taller than him, but thin, and always wore a shawl around her shoulders. Even right now, she had a filmy green one that added color to the off-white sundress she wore.
“Thank you so much for coming,” Melanie said. “Please, both of you, come get a drink. What can I get you?”
Graham politely refused her offer, then went to the cooler himself, pulling out a beer and a seltzer. As the other guests started gathering around, he began greeting all his old friends and introducing them to Madelyn, who smiled warmly and shook hands with all these people Graham had once seen every single day.
“So what are you doing these days?” Jake asked shortly after, once they were all seated in Adirondack chairs around the small fire pit.
“A few different things,” Graham said.
He took a sip of beer. Jake always kept really nice beer in the house, so it was a nice change from the cheaper ones Graham had been buying recently to save money for the new apartment. 
“Anything good?”
There was a fucking question. Graham glanced over at Madelyn, who was drinking her seltzer in the shade beside him. “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, there’s some good. Things are good.”
“Great.”
“You still at Cleary House?” Janine, one of the librarians at FSU, asked.
“Yeah, I’ll be there forever,” Graham said.
Madelyn laughed. She knew it and she teased him about it. Every so often Graham would come home from a Cleary House shift and tell her he was going to quit. He was done with all the bullshit a nonprofit dealt with and he made plenty of money working for the Foundation. To which she’d tell him no he didn’t, no, he loved it there, and he was going to be there forever. And she was probably right about all of those things.
“What else are you up to?” 
Madelyn glanced at him. Graham wasn’t quite sure the best way to answer the question. James’s go-to was always historical restoration, which was total bullshit and Graham wasn’t sure how he possibly believed that for so long. But the problem here was that too many people knew him and knew about Cleary House. So he’d already used that one. But before he could come up with a good lie, someone else spoke up.
“Does it have anything to do with that monster you maced on the natural sciences building steps?” Fran, a sixty-something-year-old adjunct who had been working in the psych department since before Graham had started at Fitchburg, asked.
Graham looked at her, unable to come up with a good answer right away. But apparently he didn’t need to, because the truth was written all over his face. “Alright, Agent Mulder, she said with a wink.
“How far has that story gotten?” Graham asked.
He didn’t expect the whole group to erupt in laughter, but there they were. “Graham,” Fran said patiently, putting a delicate hand on his shoulder, “You got attacked by a monster, pepper sprayed the monster, then resigned almost immediately. Word got around. So either you were living alone in the woods, coming to terms with the fact that monsters exist, or you were doing something much cooler about the fact that monsters exist. But that was clearly the catalyst.”
“Cooler is pushing it,” Madelyn said, and the group started laughing again.
“Don’t give us details if you can't," Melanie said. 
“I can, a little,” Graham said. “But yeah, you’re right. And Madelyn’s right. It’s not nearly as sexy as TV makes it seem.”
“Madelyn, do you hunt monsters too?” Melanie asked, scooting her chair a little closer to Madelyn’s.
“I do,” Madelyn said, playing with the tab of her seltzer can. “We met at work.”
“That’s romantic!” Jimmy, a psych TA that Graham hadn’t actually met before now, said. “That’s so sweet, actually.”
Graham’s face was warm and not just from the fire. But Madelyn turned and smiled at him, reaching for his free hand and giving it a squeeze. “It is,” she agreed.
He was still sure he’d come close to losing her. She’d accepted his apology, said she believed him when he said he didn’t count her among the things that went wrong in his life because of the Foundation, and apparently moved on. But Graham was still thinking about it. He hadn’t been thinking about anything except his frustration with the Chapman case and his frustration with the Foundation in general and then he’d seen the expressions on her and James’s faces and knew he’d fucked up. They’d both forgiven him, so he didn’t keep bringing it up, but he’d been a little more conscious of his actions over the past couple weeks with the two of them. 
He’d brought it up to Madelyn once more after the Chapmans had died. It had been about four nights later, around midnight as they lay in his bed together. He’d apologized again and told her she was the best thing that had ever happened to him. In the light of the streetlight filtering in through his curtains, she’d smiled, run a hand down his face, and gently kissed him before settling in against his chest to fall asleep. Graham had stayed up a little longer, listening to her soft breathing, and doing his best to let it all go. 
“It must be nice to leave teaching behind,” Jake said, stretching easily in his chair. “I’m toying with leaving at the end of my contract, but I’m not sure.”
They’d all be back in front of their classrooms tomorrow morning. For so long, it had been a relief to not be doing that, to be waking up and going to headquarters to figure out which terrible monster needed to be taken out that week. But then it all hit too close to home and now Graham wasn’t surprised by the envy he felt at the idea of them arriving at campus tomorrow.
He’d shared an office with a rotating cast of adjunct professors. It was tiny, there weren’t enough desks, and they’d solved the issue of storage with actual milk crates stacked in the corner of the room. There were no cubbies and there certainly weren’t any locks except for the one on the office door. So while Graham generally trusted his colleagues, he didn’t leave anything more valuable than the textbooks he was teaching out of in there. 
At headquarters, he could leave anything anywhere and the only danger was that it might get covered in some kind of mystery goo and dissolve the way James’s desk had.
“It’s good,” Graham said. “I’m figuring out my plans, but I like everyone I work with.”
“That always helps,” Melanie said. “Sometimes it’s nice to be around all new faces.”
Graham swallowed the sip of beer he’d just taken. “Actually, that’s one of the funny things,” he said. “Did any of you ever have Bradley Donahue in any of your classes in the past few years?”
“Oh shit,” Paula, a tiny woman with deeply tanned skin and big brown eyes who taught in the English department, said from across the fire. “Fortyish, kind of quiet?”
Madelyn laughed beside him as Graham nodded. “Yeah.”
“Yeah, he’s in my American Gothic course right now.”
“He’s one of my supervisors.”
“Get out of here,” Jake said. “That’s great. I worked with a few of my former students at a summer gig a few years ago. It was fun, though they kept, like, asking my permission for things and calling me professor even though we weren’t in class.”
“Yeah, that decidedly does not happen at work.”
“Is it a big team?” Melanie asked Madelyn.
“No,” she replied. “But it’s a big organization.”
“So there’s room to advance,” Fran said. 
“Maybe,” Graham said. “I don’t know what my plans are.”
He took another sip of his beer. “What about you guys?” he asked. “How’s life on campus?”
He was relieved when the spotlight came off of him for a little while as everyone started sharing stories from the semester that had just ended and the summer courses they were teaching now. It felt like being back at his old lunch table, though he was grateful for the consideration that they - especially Melanie - took to include Madelyn in the conversation. Fran taught technology classes at the local library every month, so soon the two of them were having a bit of a side conversation about that as the main conversation turned to the usual complaints about the college administration.
It was hot today and the fire made things warmer, but the breeze smelled like smoke and the lilacs growing in Melanie’s garden and the familiar conversation around Graham had him feeling better than he had in months. The air was fresh and he was alive under this blue sky. And Madelyn was beside him.
Eventually, Melanie got up to bring out a charcuterie board she’d put together and Graham got up to help. 
“So you’re happy, then?” Melanie asked as they stepped into the cool kitchen.
Graham blinked in the darkness of the room after spending so long in the sun. Apparently he took a little too long to answer, because Melanie’s hands paused as she pulled the cover off of her partially premade board. “Graham?”
“Yes and no,” he admitted. “I like what we’re working with

      ***
      ***




OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    
      Contents


    

    
      
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Melanie's Cookout
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Also by Amanda McCormack
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
      


    
  





