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The summer I turned seventeen, I walked out to get the mail one hot afternoon, and Elliot was in his driveway in a white t-shirt, damp from mowing. And I figured out—standing there with an electric company bill in my hand—that the crush I'd had since middle school had grown up right alongside me and probably wasn't going to ever go away.

Elliot has lived next door to my parents since I was eight years old. He taught me to ride a bike in his driveway because our driveway had that weird slope. He brought my mom a casserole when Gram died. He came to my high school graduation in a tie and stood next to my dad in the lawn photos. He was married, for most of those years, to a woman named Cora, who was the kindest person I ever met.

She died two years ago—the summer after my freshman year of college—and I cried for a week. She was a doll. When she died, I felt nothing but grief.

But three weeks ago, I walked out to get the mail again, and Elliot was in his driveway again, and he looked at me in my sundress for approximately a second and a half before he looked away, and the way he looked away told me something I needed to know.

You're never really done grieving, but you one day hit a point where you allow yourself to live your full life again, and Elliot is ready to live. 

Or I've lost my mind. Distinct possibility. But I've come up with a plan to find out, and nothing is going to stop me now.

The plan is an appointment. Ten a.m. on a Friday. Dr. Elliot Grant, OB/GYN, forty years old, a widower with a respectable practice and a caseload full of women who are not me. It's not a weird appointment. I'm due for my annual. I went off the pill last month because it was giving me migraines, and that's a real medical fact, and I have been sitting on that fact, roosting like a hen on an egg.

This plan is hatching now 

"Blood pressure's a little high today, honey."

Nurse Linda has the cuff on my arm and a clipboard and has obviously called a lot of women honey over a lot of years. I like her immediately.

"White coat syndrome," I say.

"Mm-hm."

"I'm very suggestible."

"Mm-hm."

She writes my number down without further comment, which I appreciate. 

Linda hands me a folded paper gown and tells me to undress completely and put the gown on. Dr. Grant will be in shortly.

She leaves. The door clicks.

I sit on the exam table for a second and just breathe.

Elliot's a quiet man. He's exact. He folds dish towels before he leaves the kitchen. I've watched him do it at our house three different Thanksgivings. He wears reading glasses when he does the crossword on his porch. He's a big guy, says it's from his ER days, when it was good to have weight and muscle to throw around. He has gray at his temples, a new addition, and that I personally find to be a hate crime against my composure.

He is also about to put his hands on me.

In a professional capacity, yes, but while I'm naked under a paper gown, and those hands are going to go to my tits and my pussy, and it's going to be the hottest fucking things ever, and...well.

We're just going to have to see what happens then.

I stand up. Peel off my sundress. Fold it too neatly on the chair. Elliot will appreciate that, I think. Bra off. Underwear off. Both go on top of the dress because I'm a brave, independent woman, and I want him to see my matching bra and panty set. I want him to be proud of me for not hiding my underclothes in a needless act of shame. 

Wait, no. I tuck them under my dress. It's in my DNA. I can't help it.

The paper gown is absurd. It is the color of hospital Jell-O. I put my arms in the sleeves and leave it untied. Nurse Linda didn't tell me if it should be open in the front or the back, and I think it's a sign that it's more of a vest than a functional garment. Gyno chic.

I get back on the table. The paper under my thighs crinkles. The vinyl is cold. The fluorescents hum.

Okay, I think. Okay.

There is a knock.

Here we go, I think.

The doorknob turns.
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I have seen Elliot Grant walk into a lot of rooms in my life. Our kitchen, usually carrying food because he'd taught himself how to cook the first time Cora went through chemo. His own front porch, in boots, looking tired at the end of a long day. The funeral home when Gram died. My graduation party.

I have not seen him walk into a room where I am naked under a paper gown.

He's got the chart in his hand, reading as he comes in. "So, how are we doing—" He's four words into the sentence when he looks up.

And stops.

It's a very small stop. He's a doctor. He doesn't have the luxury of forgetting himself when something impossibly weird has just happened. His hand goes still on the chart, and his eyes do a full sweep—top of my head, my bare shoulders, the hollow of my throat, the gown gapping exactly the way I intended, back to my face—in about a second and a half.

"—doing today?" he finishes, and I have to bite the inside of my cheek not to laugh, because he's a grown man recovering in real time and he's doing a respectable job of it.

"Hi, Elliot," I say.

"Dr. Grant is fine," he says, a bit rude if I'm being honest, but I file that away. He closes the door behind him, not quite meeting my eyes as he crosses to the small desk in the corner and sets the chart down. 

I watch him take a visible breath I don't think he knows I can see.

"Tessa." Professional voice. Steady. Eyes finally on mine. "I want to offer something up front. If you'd be more comfortable with Dr. Harmon, she has an opening this afternoon. Given that we've known each other a long time, it might be—"
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