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The Fallout
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JENNIFER STOOD IN HER doorway and watched as Staci peeled away on her bicycle. She had really hurt that girl—hurt her in a way she never should have. Nobody knew what she did better at that moment than she did. She only hoped that she would be able to salvage what had been the beginnings of a good relationship.

"Fuck! Damn!" She doubled her fist, slamming it down through the air. Tears were streaming down her face. "I love you, Staci. Damn it, I love you!"

Closing the door she walked over and plopped down in her wingback chair. Her two cats tried to do their best to comfort her with their soft meows and nuzzles. She suddenly felt lost, empty. "How could I have been so stupid?" She petted one of the cats.

Now she had to try and get Staci back somehow, but how would she do it? She put her head in her hand and shook it back and forth. Then she leaned straight back and exhaled. This was not how she planned on spending the last night of fall break. She should be embracing Staci right now, not sitting alone with the cats. It would be awkward as hell seeing her in the lecture hall tomorrow morning.

***
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STACI PULLED QUICKLY into the driveway of her sister's house. She parked her bicycle in the garage. She had been crying the entire two mile ride home. Damn, Jennifer! Damn her!

Walking into the house she headed for the stairs leading up to her bedroom. She needed time to think.

"That was fast," her sister, Aurora said, before she made it half way up the stairs.

"Yeah. I'm tired. I need to lay down and get some sleep."

"Something's wrong. You've been crying, I can tell. What is it?"

"Professor Holloway, that's what."

"What about her?"

"She had an affair while we were out of town, that's what."

"An affair? With who?"

"Some biker woman named Cece."

Burke Stringer, Aurora's husband rounded the corner, catching the last bit of the conversation.

"Cece Myers?" he asked his sister in law.

"I think so." Staci sniffled. "Why?"

"Well, if it's the same person we're talkin' about, she's one of my employees on the road crew. I'm her foreman."

"Small world," Aurora said, shaking her head.

"She always seemed like a pretty level-headed woman to me."

"She might be, but that didn't stop her from having an affair with Jennifer. She knew damned well we were together. I met her at The Lavender Light, the night Jennifer and I went dancing. I'm going to bed now. I've got classes tomorrow."

"'Night hon," her sister said, a look of concern etched across her face.

***
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JENNIFER DIDN'T SLEEP worth a damn that night. She kept waking up playing stuff over and over in her head. She hated nights like this. She figured she was only able to get about three hours sleep at most.

It was time for Jennifer to go face the music, so to speak, back in the lecture hall. She hoped Staci would show. She had such a bright, promising future ahead of her. That girl would shine in any job she decided to take in the cannabis industry. She was quite intent on making sure she did that regardless of whether or not they would ever be together again romantically. She hoped they would.

Jennifer walked into the lecture hall. Staci wasn't in her seat. Oh shit! I hope she comes to class. I would feel terrible if I managed to fuck up her whole life. The rest of the students were filing into their seats. Then she saw Staci walking down, headed for her seat. She didn't have the usual dimpled smile on her face, nor did she have a spring in her step. She looked sullen and forlorn. And who could blame her? Nice work, Jennifer. She had to get her to come to her office after class, that's all there was to it, but now it was time to begin her day.

"Well, greetings everybody and welcome back. I hope fall break was productive. I trust you had your head buried in your assignments the entire time."

The class erupted into laughter, many of her students talking among themselves and shaking their heads.

"But to get serious, we only have a few days left before the dreaded semester finals. The remainder of our time together will be spent going over the course curriculum, having some open-ended discussion and taking a little quiz here and there. I just know you love my quizzes. So let's get started, shall we? I will distribute the first quiz now. No sense in waiting, is there?"

A few groans emanated from the gallery. Jennifer handed Staci a small stack of quiz sheets to pass down her row. The young woman lifted her shoulders as she breathed in, exhaling with a huff. They still didn't make eye contact. Jennifer made her way upward, making sure everybody got a quiz sheet. Then she walked back to the podium.

"Fifteen minutes and the time starts now. Begin." Jennifer addressed the class. Damn, I'm so sorry, Staci. I hope you can find a way in your heart to forgive me. She never felt more awful in her life, than she did at that moment.

The fifteen minutes ticked by quickly.

"Stop. Please pass your papers to the right and place them on the last seat and if somebody would please collect them for me, I would appreciate it."

To her surprise, Staci Walker got up and began collecting the papers. When she was finished, she took them down to the podium and handed them to her.

"Thank you," Jennifer said. "Oh, and Ms. Walker, would you please come to my office when class is finished?"

Staci nodded her head, but didn't utter a word. She returned to her seat.

"Okay. For the remainder of our time here this morning, would anyone care to share how they intend to use the valuable information you've learned in my class this semester? I always appreciate any feedback you have to give as well, both positive as well as negative. It will help me plan for the next group of students that will grace this lecture hall in about a month or so."

As soon as class ended, Jennifer headed toward her office. She was stopped in the hallway by Rachel McBrayer.

"Hi, Jennifer," she greeted her.

"Good morning, Rachel," she said, hesitantly. There certainly was no love lost between the two of them.

"Uh, Jennifer, would it be possible for you to stop by my office, in say—about an hour?"

"Uh, yeah, sure, I suppose I could make time. I have some pressing issues I need to address first before I can free up a few minutes."

"Great. I'll see you then. Thank you." She walked away.

Just what I don't need this morning. More shit from that woman. The bitch was the cause of the stress that led me into Cece's arms again. But you could have put the brakes on, Jennifer, you know damned well you could have. But what happened, happened. It was in the rearview mirror. Now all she had to do was convince Staci of that. She had a feeling it wasn't going to be easy.

She stepped into her office. Ten minutes went by. She was beginning to wonder if Staci was going to show up. No longer had that thought passed through the gray matter of her brain, then there she was, standing in the doorway of her office. She wasn't looking pleasant. Gone was her usual sparkling smile. Jennifer felt like shit for hurting her.

"You wanted to see me, Dr. Holloway?"

Oh, God. How formal she is. 

"Yes, Staci. Please come in and sit down. Close the door."

The younger woman closed the door, then sat down in the chair in front of her desk. Jennifer got right to the point.

"I don't know how else to put this, but I'm sorry for what I did to you. You didn't deserve that."

Staci tensed up, her eyes rolled upward toward the ceiling as tears formed in them. Her arms were crossed over each other.

"I'm hurting, Jennifer. This is difficult for me to deal with right now."

"I can see that you are. I won't insult you by pretending I know what you're feeling right now. I don't. All I can do is tell you how damned sorry I am. She felt a tear forming in the corner of her own eye.

"I need some space, Jennifer. I need to put some distance between us after classes are over for the semester. I hope you can understand that."

"I can." Jennifer put her head in her hand and exhaled. "Do what you need to do. I won't try to stop you from doing that. I'm the bitch here, I know that. Whatever help you need at the end of the school year as far as getting your dream job in the cannabis industry, just let me know. You have a bright future ahead of you. I've seen that from the start. If you need any letters of recommendation, please let me know."

"Are we done?"

"Yes, I suppose we are. Thanks for stopping by. It means a lot to me."

Jennifer hoped it wasn't as in forever done. She wanted the relationship with Staci back—in a major way. She was determined to do whatever was necessary to fix this awful situation she had caused.

Staci got up and walked out of Jennifer's office.

***
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JENNIFER DID SOME WORK to prepare for the rapidly approaching semester finals. She found it helpful to get her mind off of Staci, at least for awhile. 

Several minutes went by and she decided it was time to make her way down the hallway toward Rachel's office. This was not something she was looking forward to—at all.

Rachel's door was open. She stepped in. Just what she needed—more stress.

Rachel looked up from her desk. "Won't you come in, Jennifer. Have a seat. As Jennifer took her seat, Rachel walked over and closed the door. Jennifer felt like a student ready to be reprimanded.

"I'm glad you decided to talk to me. I've been wanting to speak with you for over a week now."

"Oh?"

"I have been thinking about our last encounter in your office. It wasn't very pleasant, was it?"

"No, it wasn't, Rachel. What's your point?" Jennifer was thinking about the news Cece had given her regarding her colleague being in love with her.

"The point is..." she hesitated, "I want to apologize to you."

Well this is a shot out of the blue! She wasn't expecting this.

"Oh?" Jennifer's eyes opened wider.

"You weren't expecting that, were you?"

"I can't say that I was." Jennifer ran her hand over the top of her head. She was puzzled.

"Well, it's like this. A family member recommended that I go see a therapist or psychiatrist about a month ago. I opted for the psychiatrist. You see, I've been diagnosed with bipolar disorder. Some of the things I have been doing have been pretty crazy, as you’ve probably already noticed. I wanted to tell you I'm sorry."

"Wow. I'm sorry to hear that. But I am glad you decided to get some help with it. Do you have to take any type of medication for that?"

"Oh, yeah. And it could be awhile before they get the right mix. I will be going through a combination of drug and talk therapy. I really wanted to thank you Jennifer, for not going off on me during those insane episodes of mine. God knows you probably should have and could have. I wouldn't have blamed you."

"Have you informed the department chair?"

"Oh, yes. They know. They are going to help me any way they can with my mental health issues."

"That's
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