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The invitation had mocked her from the kitchen counter for weeks. A glossy card, embossed with the crest of Northwood High and the stark declaration: “20-Year Reunion.” Twenty years. It felt like a lifetime ago and somehow like just yesterday at the same time. For Tess, what it felt like mostly was a burdensome inconvenience.

She hadn’t kept in touch with many people from high school. Life had taken her down a different path that diverged sharply from the well-trodden routes of most of her classmates. Unlike them, she hadn’t been interested in chasing business degrees or doctorates. These days, she earned her living as a successful graphic designer, living in a bustling city with hundreds of miles between her and the quiet suburban town where she’d grown up. Her life was full, but not so full as to leave her lonely. She’d eventually met and married a good man name Mark, who treated her like she wanted to be treated, and that extended beyond the bedroom, which she had to believe was a key factor in her marriage’s success thus far.

The idea of returning to that place, of facing the ghosts of her teenaged self, filled Tess with a peculiar dread. She hadn’t been the most popular girl in school nor would she have placed within the top fifty most popular girls during her four years at Northwood. She’d been shorter, more doughy around her middle despite having full breasts and a curvy backside supported by solid thighs. The one-two punch of wearing a retainer and sporting a mane of copper-red curls that refused to be contained back then by any other means than her favorite anime-inspired knit slouch beanie had sealed her fate as far escaping the notice of boys. This wasn’t to say that she hadn’t had friends and positive reinforcement. Just that she’d never been the kind of girl that people would be sorry for having missed if she skipped a reunion.

And yet, a tiny, persistent voice whispered in the back of her mind that not only should she attend her twenty-year gathering, but that she needed to. That voice spoke to her of unresolved matters, of lingering what-ifs that would have been inappropriate for her to explore back then. The voice crooned to Tess, recalling her long-forgotten crush on Mister Cauldwell, her history professor.

Mister David Cauldwell. Even now, two decades on, the name stirred something within Tess, something complicated but blissful. He had been young then, just starting his career, with an air of intellectual authority that had captivated Tess and countless other female students. His lectures had been mesmerizing, his gaze intense, often stern during lessons but not unkind outside the classroom. Tess had spent many a class lost in daydreams of being alone with him. Feeling his hands on her.

Tess had sat her husband down for a frank conversation about her internal conflict. Their talk, in which she laid bare her reasons both for wanting to attend, and for not wanting to attend, and for why, if she chose to go, she needed to do it without his accompaniment. He had listened and nodded and asked the right questions at the right times, which was why she loved him. When she’d finished, he’d told Tess that he loved her and that he wanted her to do something for him.

“Promise me,” he’d said, “that if you decide to go, when you come back home to me afterward, you’ll come away from it with no regrets. Will you do that?” Tess had agreed.

The reunion was being held at the Grandview Hotel, a sprawling establishment about an hour’s drive from the high school. In its heyday, it had been a popular destination for senior promgoers seeking a classy place to lose their virginity. So it was a place Tess, who had not gone to her senior prom, had never visited. After much internal debate, she read the reunion invite one last time, and then booked a flight, telling herself it was just a weekend getaway, a chance to see her old town again. But deep down, she knew the truth. She was going mainly on the off chance that she might get to see Mister Cauldwell again.

The Grandview was already buzzing with activity by the time Tess arrived. The lobby was filled with the sounds of laughter and excited chatter as her former classmates greeted each other, their faces, those that she recognized, were an odd cocktail of the familiar and the subtly aged. A pang of unease stabbed Tess in the chest as she checked in, feeling her gamut of teenage insecurities coming back home to roost.

Before venturing down to the main ballroom, she freshened up in her room, changed into a patterned skirt and rust-colored blouse ensemble that hugged the curves she’d developed, and didn’t sacrifice comfort for that glimmer of sex appeal in its design. Her reflection in the mirror stared back at her as she appraised herself on her way out the door. A woman in her late thirties, with a quiet confidence that her teenage self had lacked. The tousled copper curls cascading down her back were now streaked with subtle highlights. Her facial features were a little sharper, characterized by jade-green eyes now privy to a depth of life experience, and the tiniest speck of a beauty mark set beside full lips that knew now what it meant to be kissed well and often. Her body was soft every place where a woman was supposed to be soft, built generously in every area where men most appreciated a woman’s physical generosity. 

Taking a deep breath, Tess headed downstairs. The ballroom was a sea of faces, some instantly recognizable, others requiring a hesitant moment of struggling recollection. The music was loud, the food well-seasoned though unremarkable, the atmosphere electric. Tess drifted along the edges of the crowd, a ghost at her own party, until a familiar voice cut through the noise.

“Tess? Tess Fairborne?”

She turned to see a tall, sharply-dressed gentleman with silver overtaking his temples and a few more lines around his eyes, but the same intense gaze she remembered so well. It was Mister Cauldwell. He was even more distinguished than she remembered.

“Mister Cauldwell,” Tess replied in a more breathy tone that she’d intended, her heart immediately starting to pound within her chest.

“Please, call me David,” he said, a warm smile spreading across his face as he stepped in for a hug. “It’s been a long time.”

“Yes, it has. Been a long time,” she agreed, at once feeling awkward for offering such an uninspired response. She’d nearly told him that she goes by ‘Tess Phillips’ these days because that was her married name, but a part of her that she couldn’t readily explain wasn’t ready for him to know she was married yet. She didn’t want her husband intruding on this moment she’d looked forward to since she had committed to coming here, even if in name only. And so she’d filled the silence between them with the first and only thing to have sprung to mind.

Tess and Mister Cauldwell─rather, David─found seats in the hotel lobby, away from the blaring music and talked for what felt like hours, catching up on each other’s lives. Their conversation flowed as naturally as if between two friends who’d kept regular contact since the old days. It felt familiar and soothing and justified her decision to attend the evening. Tess learned that he had left Northwood years ago and was now a respected professor at a prestigious university. Tess told him about her career, her life in the city. The conversation flowed easily, the years melting away as they rediscovered a connection that had been dormant for so long.

As the evening wore on, Tess found herself drawn to David’s presence. Enough that she felt no desire to return to the ballroom to pretend to care about her classmates’ lives. He was still the same intelligent, charismatic man she remembered, but there was something different now, a leveling up of that air of authority he’d always exuded, most likely owed to his having aged like fine wine and the success he’d achieved since she saw him last. He wore it well; almost too well. It both intrigued and intimidated her.

When it became evident that the reunion was winding down, David leaned forward in his chair, his eyes holding a directness that made her breath catch. “Would you like to continue this conversation somewhere more private?” he asked, his voice low and smooth. “I have a suite here.”

Tess hesitated for a moment, a whirlwind of conflicting emotions swirling within her. She was flattered, excited, and terrified all at once. But the pull towards him was too strong to resist. And so her response of “I’m married” got re-worked on its course from her brain to her lips, and Tess gave the only response that could ever truly justify her having come here at all.

“Yes,” she whispered.

David’s suite was spacious and elegantly furnished. They took seats on a plush sofa set before sliding glass doors that led onto a balcony with the city lights twinkling in the distance beyond the surrounding treetops. Their conversation continued, but a different undercurrent was taking hold now, a tension that crackled in the air between them.

David leaned back, observing her with a thoughtful expression. “You were always a very diligent student, Tess,” he said, his voice soft. “Quiet, obedient. Never a moment’s trouble or disruption during class.”

Tess felt a blush creep up her neck. She had always been shy in his class, more comfortable listening than speaking.

“I remember you always followed instructions perfectly,” he continued, a hint of something else in his tone. “You had a remarkable capacity for obedience.”

Tess didn’t know what to say. She felt strangely exposed under his gaze.

“Tell me, Tess,” he said, his voice dropping even lower. “Do you still follow instructions well?”

The question hung in the air, charged with unspoken meaning. Tess’s heart pounded in her chest. She looked into his eyes and saw a flicker of something that both frightened and thrilled her.

“Yes,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.
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