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Chapter 1

	

 

 

 

Stylus poised over her tablet, Chantal waited for the lines to flow. Nothing happened. Knitting her brow in frustration, she drew a line, hoping inspiration would take over, but her mind went completely blank. Gone were all the ideas that had been crowding the inside of her head for days: the amazing plot diversion, the shocking twist, the confession that was sure to turn her narrative on its head—all of it was gone. 

She groaned, the stylus tumbling from her fingers and pinging against the tablet's surface. Slumping in her chair, she tugged her hands over her face. A voice in her head chided her, told her she had to get to work if she was to have any hope of finishing her panels and releasing her webcomic's next issue on time.

What's the point of worrying about that? It's not as if your hard work has gotten you anywhere.

Once upon a time, the point had been to express herself through her art. She fought not to lose sight of that, but maintaining that sight was becoming harder each day. Drawing still stirred something deep and profound within her on her good days. On her not so good days, it felt like torture to which she wondered why she subjected herself. 

What kept her going, for the most part, was the sense of obligation she felt toward her webcomic's supporters. She hadn't anticipated that when she had begun posting; back then she had simply hoped to draw attention to her work. Sharing her comics had been terrifying when she had first begun—and sharing them still left her a ball of anxiety at times, such as when she wrote about thorny topics, or when she wove in a detail that made her feel especially exposed. 

Yet over time that exposure had blunted the impact of the inevitable criticisms and sometimes outright hostility her work occasionally engendered. If someone didn't like her comic, then maybe the comic just wasn't for them. It didn't mean her comic was bad, or that she was talentless, or that she had nothing to say worth sharing.

At least, she had tried to convince herself that exposure had toughened her, that she was listening to her rational mind instead of her emotional heart. But the side of her that was intimately bound up in her work tended to internalize every word of criticism, feeding the doubts that had plagued her since her angst-filled adolescent days. Her longing for her childhood, when she'd felt a pure joy in creation she hadn't felt since, sometimes cut her to the bone. Losing herself in the lines, the colors, and the images dancing in her head had been wondrous.

For a time, she had rediscovered the unadulterated joy of creating art. Wistfulness suffused her when she remembered the weekends during which she had lost herself in her drawings, hour upon hour passing unnoticed as she let the visions in her head roam free. As rewarding as sharing her comics could be, knowing her eyes weren't the only ones that would see her art had reawakened her inner critic, and she sometimes wondered if deciding to share her art had caused her to give up something invaluable.

Nope. Where you went wrong was thinking you could make a living through your art.

The terrible irony of the situation was that she did make a living through art—the corporatized version, that was. Her clean lines, bold sense of color, and the flair she showed for creating imagery that was daring without being too challenging or controversial pleased the clients of the boutique advertising firm that employed her as a graphic designer. Her rewards included a generous wage and benefits package, the referrals former clients had passed along to other businesses, and solid yearly reviews from her boss. While she appreciated having a solid career, one she had worked hard for, she had never been able to ignore the voice in her head whispering that she'd sold out.

"Yeah, well, some people have to, don't they, if they want to pay the bills?" she muttered aloud, rubbing her faintly throbbing temples.

Her gaze strayed to the envelope sitting on her desk, provoking a bitter smile. Didn't the envelope's contents prove how necessary selling out had been? Chantal had plenty of respect for starving artists, but she had no desire to live hand to mouth, half-starved and slowly dying from exposure in an unheated slum. 

She also had no desire to permit the envelope to continue to torment her. She wished she were one of those artists who found motivation in papering their walls with rejection letters. Hell, sometimes she wished she had the fortitude to even keep them in a binder.

Instead, she did what she had done with every other letter. Ignoring the tremor in her hand as she flipped the switch, she fed the letter into her shredder, then opened her spreadsheet and shaded the row for this latest agent red. The color blared at her from the majority of the rows, though a couple were shaded a more ambivalent orange. Those agents had delivered vaguely positive comments about her work while noting they didn't feel there was currently a market for it. She hadn't been able to bear shading them red as well, though she doubted she would ever resubmit to them.

Tears stung her eyes and, annoyed, she blinked them away. She should be used to rejection by now. How many times had she been through it? A helpful voice in her head suggested she count the shaded rows to determine the exact number, but she gritted her teeth and closed the spreadsheet. She didn't need to know the exact number. Whatever it was, it was too high.

Maybe it really is time to cash in my chips, accept that it's never going to happen for me.

The hot, bright pain of this thought left her gasping.

Pushing away from her desk, she went into her bedroom and pulled out her workout clothes. She was so tense she had to force herself to relax her jaw. Her responsible side chided her for not working on her comic, reminding her that her followers would be disappointed in the next installment's delay, and that she had an obligation to those who supported her by chipping in a small fee. 

Guilt gnawed at her, but though she wanted to deliver her comic on time, trying to force herself to work when she was in a mood like this was pointless. If the delay meant she'd have to stay in for most of the weekend, lose a few hours of sleep during the work week, so be it. However frustrated she got, however little she sometimes felt like working, the one thing she refused to do was phone her comic in. She always gave her work her best shot, no matter what. Delivering a half-assed comic to her readers would be worse than delivering nothing at all, in her opinion. Better she get her frustrations out, clear her head, before trying to produce something.

Jogging down the stairs to her basement, she got on her treadmill, tucked her earbuds into her ears, and set a grueling pace. Exercise was a surefire method for clearing her head. 

She was halfway through her workout when a beep interrupted her music. Glancing at her fitness tracker, she saw that Brianna was calling, and she tapped her earbud to accept the call. 

"You're on the treadmill, aren't you?" Brianna asked when Chantal huffed out a hello.

"What gave it away?" she managed to ask.

"I really need to be more like you," Brianna said. "Because unlike you, I would totally have taken this call as an excuse to stop running."

"You don't run," Chantal pointed out. She didn't mind talking on the phone while she exercised because she saw it as a great opportunity to practice her breath control. "You prefer to twist yourself into a pretzel with your Pilates instead."

"And you like to work up a sweat running nowhere. To each his own."

The laugh that came out took Chantal by surprise, and warmth spread through her. This was why she had taken the call, why she prioritized her friends over nearly everything else. The four women meant the world to her, lifting her up when she was down and supporting her when she needed it.

As if she'd read Chantal's mind, Brianna lowered her voice and asked, "Bad news?"

"Yeah," Chantal said, pursing her lips and clipping the word. 

"Oh, Chant," Brianna said with a sigh. "I wish I knew what to say. I wish everyone could see how brilliant you are, but some people are just blind."

"Just for saying that, tomorrow night I'm going to buy you that margarita that's as big as your head," Chantal said, blinking back tears.

Her voice urgent and insistent, Brianna said, "You better know I mean every word I said. I believe in you. Your work is amazing."

"Thank you, Bree. I needed to hear that."

They were both quiet for a moment, and Chantal could sense Brianna's hesitation. "Go on," she prompted her friend.

"Well, I feel like my timing sucks, but I was calling to ask for a favor."

"Which is?"

"Don't worry about it."

"Uh, no," Chantal said firmly. "Yeah, I got shit news today, but I am here for you. Always. Out with it."

Brianna's tone made her reticence plain. "I need to go to Target to pick up supplies for the school year, and Kailani's at a work thing."

"Say no more," Chantal said. "Give me an hour to finish my run and shower, and I'll come pick you up."

"You sure? Like I said, my timing sucks. Maybe Adriana can help me instead, or Elise."

"If they want to come too, the more the merrier, but I am absolutely going to be there." Chantal made sure to convey with her tone that she would brook no further argument.

"Okay," Brianna said, still sounding reluctant. "Thank you, babe. I truly appreciate it."

"And I appreciate you. See you in an hour."

"Right back at ya. See you then."

A trip to Target to pick up school supplies wasn't the most thrilling outing Chantal could imagine, but she was looking forward to seeing her friend. Plus, there was no denying she was grateful to have something to distract her from her melancholy.


 

 

Chapter 2

	

 

 

 

"I can't believe the amount of crap you buy each year," Chantal said, surveying Brianna's cart. Adriana and Elise hadn't been able to join them, so it would be up to her and Brianna to wrangle all the pencils, dry-erase markers, and loose-leaf.

Brianna shrugged. "It's either this or try to do without. What I can get from the school is never enough, and I try to reserve my stipend for lab equipment."

Biting the inside of her lip, Chantal refrained from making an offer. Brianna's pride didn't get to her, exactly, but she didn't like it when her friends offered to help her pay for classroom supplies. She had a much higher tolerance for other types of help, though. She never refused Adriana's offers of surplus ARCs or other books from the library, and Elise could sometimes get her electronics her company would otherwise throw away—or so she claimed. Chantal had also gotten sneaky, sometimes purposely buying pieces of furniture or storage cabinets during her thrift shop forays, then claiming they couldn't fit anywhere in her house and Brianna would really be doing her a favor by taking them off her hands. She'd pulled this stunt recently, though, and didn't think she could get away with it again so soon.

"I hate the thought of kids having to do without," Chantal said, anger sending a flush of heat through her.

"Don't even get me started," Brianna said with a weary laugh and an eye roll. "Sometimes the legislators here kick around the idea of letting teachers deduct more from our taxes if we buy supplies, but that's such a bullshit solution. They're just passing the costs off to us, which on top of cuts in our pay and our benefits being slashed is further insult. But why fix the problem by adequately funding schools?"

Red began to stain Brianna's cheeks, and sympathy for her friend suffused Chantal. Catching the look on Chantal's face, Brianna's expression turned to one of chagrin.

"Yeah, I guess I got started anyway, didn't I?" she asked.

"I can't blame you," Chantal said, touching her friend's hand. "You easily have one of the most thankless jobs in the world."

Much as she might complain about her own job, and as soul-sucking as it could be at times, she honestly didn't think her problems could hold a candle to Brianna's. At least Chantal had decent pay and benefits. Brianna was shaping young minds and providing for the future of America, and all she had to show for it was a meager paycheck, laughable benefits, ungrateful parents, and legislators who liked to blame a variety of societal ills on teachers.

"Oh, no," Brianna said, pressing her lips together in a disapproving line. "I know what you're thinking, and you need to stop. Misery is misery, period. You also deserve to be doing something fulfilling."

Chantal didn't want to go down that road, so she gestured at the basket and said, "We're going to need something to fortify us so we can carry all this stuff. What do you say to the unhealthiest coffee drink imaginable, my treat?"

"What? No. If anyone's buying a drink, it's going to be me, since you're giving me a hand with this, which I very much appreciate."

Chantal opened her mouth to argue some more, but an unfamiliar voice interrupted them.

"Uh, excuse me. You're Brianna, right?"

"That's right," Brianna said, smiling warmly. She extended her hand. "I see you're here on the same mission I am, Marcus."

Chantal turned to see that Marcus was a couple of inches taller than her, with a slim, muscular build, and a great head of black hair. His bone structure was so gorgeous she couldn't help but envy him. He took Brianna's hand, then shifted his dark-eyed gaze to Chantal as he released it.

"Sorry, I hope I wasn't interrupting," he said. 

"Not at all," Chantal said.

She could have sworn Brianna's gaze was rather speculative as it darted from Chantal to Marcus. "Marcus, this is my friend, Chantal Koffi. Chantal, this is Marcus Tang. He just joined the faculty at Portford."

"It's nice to meet you, Marcus," Chantal said, offering him her hand as well, startled to feel a little flip in her stomach as he took it. "Are you a science teacher too?"

"No, English Language Arts," he said, his grip firm but not too firm, his hand warm. Disappointment overtook Chantal as he let go.

"Do you live around here?" Brianna asked.

"I just moved into an apartment in Chester Township," he said, waving a hand over his cart. "Stocking up for both my new place and for my new classroom."

"You know, I saw a couple of bookshelves at a thrift store the other day that were much sturdier than those," Chantal blurted, indicating the two flat packs of prefab shelves in his cart.

Marcus looked startled, and discomfort crept over her, but when he spoke she realized it wasn't her words that had startled him. "Why haven't I ever thought to look in thrift stores?" For some reason, when he looked at her, the eye contact seemed much more intense than normal. His eyes drew her in, and she had to make a conscious effort to anchor herself.

"Chantal is a pro at finding great stuff at thrift stores," Brianna said, sounding suspiciously like she was selling something, which told Chantal Marcus must be single. "She's found me a ton of great stuff for both my apartment and my classroom."

"Would you mind telling me the name of the place?" Marcus asked, pulling his phone from his pocket.

The heat was back, but for a different reason this time, and Chantal was grateful that, unlike Brianna, when she blushed it wasn't visible. She gave Marcus the name of the store, and he tapped it into his phone. "You don't happen to remember how much they were, do you?"

"I think fifty for the pair."

He did a double take. "I was about to pay fifty each for these. Thanks for the tip!"

Chantal could sense Brianna was dying to talk her friend up to Marcus some more, and she was relieved that Brianna refrained. Marcus was very cute, that was for sure, but how awkward would it be for her friend to stand there and play matchmaker in the middle of Target?

Marcus hesitated, his eyes darting over Chantal's face, then said, "I should get going. See you at the staff meeting Thursday, Brianna?"

"See you there," she confirmed.

"It was nice to meet you, Chantal," he said, offering her a dazzlingly crooked smile. His teeth were gorgeous, and the expression lit up his entire face, making his bone structure appear even more unearthly, if that were possible.

"It was nice to meet you too. Good luck at Portford."

"Thanks," he said. With a wave, he steered his cart away.

"Whew," Brianna said, pretending to fan herself. "I could barely dodge all the sparks flying between you two."

Chantal made a face but admitted, "He is pretty hot."

Brianna laughed. "You should have seen the other single teachers at the principal's annual pre-school-year barbecue. I'm not sure any other new hire has gotten such a warm reception. Hot as he is, I think they're crazy, though. It's never wise to date a coworker."

This came as no surprise to Chantal, who already knew Brianna refused to date coworkers. Instead, the remark seemed pointed, as if she wanted Chantal to know she had no intention of pursuing Marcus.

"Wonder if he feels that way," Chantal said.

"I think he might," Brianna said, pushing her cart toward the registers, Chantal falling into step beside her. "He was polite and nice, but not overly friendly with anyone, if you know what I mean."

"Maybe he didn't want to be caught flirting with coworkers in front of the boss."

"It's possible," Brianna said with a shrug. "He seems like a nice guy, though."

Their conversation lapsed while the cashier rang up Brianna's purchases. Despite that her friend had come specifically for sale items, the total was eye-popping, and Chantal tried not to betray her shock as she watched Brianna hand over her credit card. The urge to offer to chip in was almost irresistible, but Chantal fought it off. However much she wanted to help her friend, she respected Brianna's boundaries. She was more determined than ever, though, to buy her friend the promised coffee.

Once they were settled at a table with their drinks, the bulging cart parked next to them, Chantal indulged her curiosity. "So what do you know about Marcus?"

Brianna grinned, but she didn't tease Chantal. "Honestly, not a whole lot. We only talked for a few minutes at the party, due to the aforementioned attention he was getting, but he did tell me he's originally from New York, and that he moved to Michigan to work at the charter school he was at before Portford."

"So he's not fresh out of college."

Brianna shook her head.

"I wonder why he left the charter school."

"Want me to ask him for you?" Brianna asked, waggling her brows.

Chantal gave her friend a look. "Do not even start with me. Besides, would you really want one of your friends dating your coworker? Would that be any less awkward if things went south?"

"I'm not about to tell you who you can and can't date," Brianna said, all humor evaporating as she met her friend's gaze with a serious one.

"I didn't mean it like that. But I wouldn't want to step on any toes. He could be the greatest guy in the world for all I know, but I think I'm better off staying away. And how do you even know he's single, anyway? Or interested?"

"I overheard him telling one of my nosier coworkers that he's single—and it's a good thing, too. The way he was checking you out, I would not have had a very good opinion of him if he were attached."

Making a disgusted noise, Chantal said, "You make it sound like he was leering at me. Yeah, I caught the eye flick, but that's all it was. Stop exaggerating. You're not doing either me or the poor guy any favors."

Wincing, Brianna took a sip of her drink, then said, "Yeah, I was kind of making him sound creepy, wasn't I?"

Playfully, Chantal said, "Nah. I appreciate your impulse to help me get some, but as I said, it's probably not the best idea."

"I don't think you need my help getting any," Brianna said, "but he is cute, and I wouldn't have an issue with it, if you were interested." Taking in Chantal's stern expression, she sat back and held up her hands. "That's all I'm saying."

"Good."

"Though I did notice he happens to live in the same town as you. That's certainly convenient."

"Stop," Chantal said, laughing in spite of herself. She was gladder than ever she'd agreed to come with Brianna. Changing the subject, she asked, "Are we taking this stuff back to your place or to the school?"

"Oh, we can just dump it at my place."

Leveling a gaze at her, Chantal said, "Meaning, you'd rather take it to school but don't want to ask me to drive you there too."

"I've taken up enough of your time," Brianna said.

"You let me decide that. Anyway, how could I, in good conscience, agree to take all this back to your apartment? You probably wouldn't sleep, the mess would stress you out so much."

"Chantal, really—"

Reaching across the table, Chantal grabbed Brianna's hand and squeezed it. "Stop. Just stop. I don't mind helping you take it to school."

Deflating, Brianna asked, "You sure?"

"Yes, I am. As I said, I know it would stress you out to have it all over your apartment, though I'm sure Kailani wouldn't even notice."

That made Brianna laugh. "What's a little more mess to add to the boxes sitting in our living room? I was thrilled when she decided to clean out her closet, but I'm not so thrilled that, two weeks later, she still hasn't managed to get the clothes to the shelter."

"You know what, I'm going to have a talk with her. You don't need more stress, what with your school year about to kick off."

Waving the words away, Brianna said, "Don't worry. I threatened to kick her out if she doesn't take care of it. She swore the boxes would be gone by the time I get home tomorrow."

"They'd better be."

They finished their drinks, then loaded the car and headed to Portford High School. Chantal offered to help Brianna put the supplies away, but Brianna said she would take care of it the next day, during the time allotted for teachers to set up their classrooms. Chantal would have argued, but Brianna's room was neat as a pin and perfectly organized, and she was afraid Brianna wouldn't otherwise have anything to do. No doubt she had already planned every lesson for the first three months, and judging by the neat, towering stacks of copies sitting on Brianna's desk, she'd copied all the materials she needed as well.

"Thanks again," Brianna said when Chantal pulled into her apartment complex. "You want to come up for a while?"

"No, thanks. You need to get ready for tomorrow, and I have an early meeting."

"See you tomorrow, then?" she asked, referring to their weekly Wednesday dinners.

"Of course. I still owe you that margarita. Have a good day tomorrow."

"You too," Brianna said, leaning over the console for a hug. "Love you."

"Love you too."

To Chantal's disbelief, she realized as she drove home that she hadn't thought about her rejection letter for hours.
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As she'd predicted, Chantal had to sacrifice sleep and devote all her free time to getting the next installment of her comic done. She had never missed a deadline, and she had no intention of ever missing one. Her disappointment and disillusionment over being rejected by yet another agent was not a good enough reason to delay her promised delivery to her readers, especially not those who generously chipped in whatever small monetary contributions they could to support her work.

It had taken Chantal's friends three months to persuade her to use Patreon. While she believed artists deserved to be paid for their work, she felt strange about asking people to support her by giving her money for something she hadn't yet produced. Her friends had pointed out that she had a lot of up-front costs to cover, such as the domain name for her website and the equipment she used to produce her strips, amongst other things, but Chantal had still been more than a little uncomfortable asking people to give her money.

Secretly, she had also worried that no one would pay to support her. However much she had tried to convince herself she wouldn't feel as if a lack of donations was a sign her work had no value, she hadn't been entirely successful. She loved art, loved the act of creation, of expressing herself through her drawings and her words, but something had shifted when she had gone from making art as a release to making art as a product. For one, when she'd drawn solely for her own pleasure, she hadn't had to worry about deadlines. She could go days or weeks without drawing a thing and not feel any guilt. Now that she had an audience, she felt a sense of obligation, which made it harder for her to feel as if her excuses for not working were justified.

Fortunately, once she was in her chair, stylus in hand, forcing herself to work, her doubts and insecurities, the mental blocks that held her back, fell away. Even when she was nowhere near her stylus, she was still making art. The panels for upcoming comics floated through her head constantly, shifting and taking on various forms until they felt just right, and whenever she had a free moment—the shower was always good for this—she found herself drifting off on the currents of her mind, tweaking dialog and picturing the lines she would draw to express the emotions her characters felt.

If only what she saw in her head translated directly onto the page every time.

She refused to allow that frustration to hold her back, though. Producing was better than not producing, and any mistakes she made could be fixed. Moreover, she had come to believe that feeling as if she was never quite capable of conveying exactly what she wanted to convey was a good thing. It caused a hunger that could never quite be sated, a drive to try harder, do better with each subsequent attempt.

That hunger drove her all the way through to the wee hours of Saturday morning, when she finally finished her next installment, and a mixture of exhaustion, satisfaction, and dismay washed over her. Even though she would get the comic posted on time, she berated herself for having let the rejection letter get the better of her. Neglecting her work had caused her more stress than necessary and deprived her of sleep.

Pressing her hands against her burning eyes, she slumped in her chair, heavy with the sort of fatigue that made dragging herself from her chair to her bed seem like far too much effort. Her shoulders ached from hunching over her drawing pad and her temples were pulsating, thanks to too much caffeine and too little sleep.

She managed to drag herself to bed at last, and when her phone blared at her, she woke with a start, confusion and exhaustion fogging her mind. Certain she'd just drifted off, she groped for her phone, cracking her eyes and squinting at her screen, shocked to see that six hours had passed—still far too few to make up for the sleep she'd lost, but a lot more than she'd thought.

Mumbling a hello into the phone, she let her eyes fall closed again.

"Stayed up late to make deadline, didn't you?" Brianna asked.

"Yep," Chantal said, not bothering to deny it.

"Well, I know better than to try to convince you to loosen your own stringent standards."

"Your saying that is still an attempt to persuade me," Chantal pointed out.

"I admire it, really, the way your mind is still so sharp even when you sound like a barely coherent zombie."

Smiling in spite of herself, Chantal said, "My college days may be behind me, but I'm still the queen of all-nighters." 

"That you are, Your Majesty," Brianna said. "It makes me wonder if you actually are human. No one should be that focused when they're sleep-deprived. How you manage to still do things like give killer presentations when your mind is fuzzy is beyond me. Those are usually the days when I pop in an 'educational' video for my students so I don't even have to deal."

Chantal chuckled. "Be honest, now. You don't show them videos, you give them pop quizzes so you can have an extra ten or fifteen minutes to wake up."

"Oh, right. I do that too," Brianna said in a chipper tone, and Chantal laughed. The fog began to lift from her head, and she eased upright in bed, blinking at the sunlight sneaking through the cracks in her blinds. 

"How late were you up?" Brianna asked.

"Four," Chantal admitted, shoving hair away from her face.

"Let me guess: you couldn't get your lines perfect, or you weren't satisfied with the shade of red you were using, or you couldn't find just the right word for one of the lines."

"All of the above. You know me too well."

"Perfectionist," Brianna said affectionately. "I'm sorry I woke you. I just wanted to thank you again for helping me on Tuesday."

"You don't have to thank me again. How was your Thursday staff meeting?"

"Scintillating as always," Brianna said, and Chantal could practically hear her friend rolling her eyes.

"From what you've told me about them, I've come to the conclusion that teachers are worse than their students when it comes to paying attention."

"Bingo. But why should we pay attention? Steve was spewing the same old, same old he spews every year, about how we need to push to improve our test scores and yadda yadda. It's so weird. I could have sworn I took this job to teach my kids biology, not techniques for taking one of their seventeen thousand standardized tests." Brianna drew a breath, then cut herself off. She sounded chagrined when she continued. "Sorry. Not only did I wake you up, this conversation is making it seem like I did so just to rant at you about the shortcomings of our educational system."

"Hey, you know you can always complain to me. We all need to unload from time to time."

"Yeah, well, I should at least have the courtesy to wait until tonight, when you're more awake and you have a drink to help you cope with the pain of listening to me go on and on."

Brianna was joking, but Chantal was concerned just the same. In college, Brianna had been so fired up about teaching. Her idealism had been part of what had made her such an interesting and appealing person to Chantal. Brianna's passion for education had been inspiring, and Chantal had admired her friend's zeal for her biology classes. In truth, she had often envied Brianna, who as a kid had designed science lessons to teach her stuffed animals. She had been well on her way to living her dreams, unlike Chantal, whose dreams had centered around publishing a graphic novel, not creating corporate logos.

Just goes to show you that the grass always appears greener, she told herself. They had all been thrilled for Brianna when she had been hired at Portford, and it hurt all of them to watch Brianna's idealism being chipped away bit by bit.

It's probably not any easier for them to watch what you're going through.

She could have done without the insight. Though she certainly didn't want Brianna to be in the position she was in, she also couldn't deny that a small, shameful part of her felt a flicker of relief at the realization that she wasn't alone in floundering.

Chastened by her own thoughts, Chantal said, "Bree, you know I'm here for you. We all are. I know you've been dreading the start of the school year."

Sounding frustrated, Brianna said, "Yeah, but that isn't why I called you. I really did want to thank you again." Changing the subject, she said, "I loved the latest installment of the comic, by the way. When you first introduced Duke as a character, I couldn't stand him. He seemed so irredeemable, but damn if that guy isn't starting to grow on me. How do you do it?" The admiration in Brianna's voice was clear, and it warmed Chantal.

"My plan is working, then."

"So this is what you had in mind for him all along?"

"Yep," Chantal said. Her friends knew she sometimes had a clear picture of who her characters were and where they were going, but that there were also times when they took on a life of their own, surprising even her.

"He's turning out to be a great character, way more faceted than I initially thought, I can tell you that much."

"I'm glad he's growing on you. Part of what kept me up so late were my attempts to polish his dialog. I want his conversion to seem sincere, but I also don't want it to come across as too much of a flip. Plus, I don't want to make him too sympathetic. He's still an asshole."

"Are you implying his conversion might not be sincere?"

With a purposely wicked laugh, Chantal said, "Wouldn't you like to know?"

Letting out a deep, longing sigh, Brianna said, "I would. I really would."

"Are you talking to Chantal?" Kailani asked in the background.

"Yes," Brianna said.

"What the hell, Chant?" Kailani yelled. "Duke is turning around? He's finally rethinking his life choices?"

Her laugh deepening, Chantal said, "Tell her I said it appears that way, doesn't it?"

Brianna relayed the message, and Chantal heard the disgusted noise Kailani made.

"She's as disappointed with your refusal to give us the inside scoop as I am," Brianna said.

"I'll get it out of her tonight!" Kailani called.

"Yeah, sure she will," Chantal said.

"You know nothing's going to stop her from trying," Brianna said.

"She does have yet to meet a challenge she's decided to back down from, hasn't she?"

"That's why we love her."

"Just one of many reasons," Chantal said, feeling a burst of affection for her friends. 

"I should go, let you get back to sleep," Brianna said.

"No more sleeping for me," Chantal said. "I need to go grocery shopping."

"Are you telling me that after staying up almost all night working on your comic, you're rewarding yourself by going grocery shopping?" Brianna asked, disgusted.

"That's exactly what I'm telling you," Chantal said, swinging her legs out of her bed. 

"She's rewarding us by shopping so she can make something delicious to bring tonight, right?" Kailani chimed in. She must have been looming over her roommate's shoulder, judging by how loud her voice had suddenly become.

"Maybe," Chantal teased.

"Grocery shopping," Brianna repeated.

"Unless I want to eat nothing but condiments and salad dressing, I don't have much choice," Chantal said, heading for her dresser and pulling out some clothes.

"There's always carry-out."

"I've had enough of that lately to last me a lifetime," Chantal said, thinking of the containers still littering her desk. She was normally a neat person, but she'd been far too tired the previous night to deal with her trash.

"I'll gladly eat carry-out forever, if it means I can avoid the stove," Brianna said. "Anyway, I'll let you go. Have fun getting groceries!"

"I'll try to keep things to a reasonable level," Chantal said in a mock serious voice.

"See you tonight."

"See you then."

Setting her phone down on the dresser, Chantal rubbed her face and pushed away the last vestiges of fatigue as best she could.


 

 

Chapter 4

	

 

 

 

The grocery store was packed. As Chantal wandered through the produce section, dodging carts and doing her best not to visibly grimace at the grating sound of screaming children, she tried to decide what to cook for the week.

"Oh, hey. Chantal, right?" a voice broke into her thoughts.

"Marcus. Hi," she said, startled to find him smiling at her, until she remembered he also lived in Chester Township.

"How are you?" he asked, still smiling.

Slow, pleasant heat spread through her belly and began to glide out to the rest of her limbs. Damn, he had a gorgeous smile.

"Good. How are you?" she asked, taking care not to let him see how attractive she found him. "Are you settling in?"

"Trying my best," he said with a laugh. "The last couple of days have been a blur of setting up both my apartment and my classroom."

"You know, if you need help, you can ask Brianna. I know she'd be happy to give you a hand, and she'd rally some of the other teachers as well."

His eyes widened and he grimaced. "Oh, I don't want you to think no one has offered—they have. In fact, everyone on the staff has been so nice to me. I just haven't wanted to impose."

Chantal could understand that. She liked people and navigated social situations with ease, but she understood the tension of the first days at a new workplace, that period of not quite knowing who you can trust and how far you should go. Few people wanted to gain the reputation of being the office freeloader or give anyone cause to whisper about the corners they cut, and Chantal imagined it wasn't any different for teachers.

"Brianna wouldn't think it an imposition, believe me," Chantal said. 

"Oh, she's been great, very welcoming and helpful. She invited me to lunch with her and some other coworkers on Thursday, and I really appreciated it."

Chantal was surprised Brianna hadn't said anything to her, but she kept the surprise from her face. Maybe Brianna was saving the story up for that evening? They all liked to have a good tale with which to regale one another during their monthly drinks and gossip session, and the others would be very interested in hearing about her new coworker.

Not to mention that Chantal should have been glad Brianna hadn't brought it up when they'd talked. It meant that Brianna didn't intend to tease her anymore, which should have come as a relief.

"Did you go to Ken's Kitchen?" Chantal asked.

"Yep. So you know it's the teacher hangout?" Marcus asked. His smile returned, reigniting the warmth in Chantal's core.

"Yeah. Bree says the teachers always go there when they can leave the building for lunch."

"I appreciated being included." Murmuring an apology, Marcus moved aside to allow a woman to rummage through the onions. "Is it always this busy here on Saturdays?" he asked once the other woman was gone.

"Yep. It doesn't matter where you go, though. All the stores are busy on Saturdays: Target, Costco, every grocery store." Curiosity got the better of her. "You're not used to it? Bree mentioned you taught at another district before this one. Must not have been in the Detroit area."

"No," Marcus said, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. "It was in a more rural area, and I admit that I thought it was pretty much representative of the state as a whole."

"Spoken like a snobby New Yorker," Chantal said, hoping she'd made the humor evident enough he'd know she was teasing.

He did. Grin crooking in embarrassment, he shrugged. "Guilty as charged, I guess. I mean, having grown up in a major city, I'm used to crowds, but I guess I didn't think the suburbs could feel as packed."

"That's how we roll in Michigan. Some people are moving back into the city, but we tend to like our suburbs here."

"So I've noticed," he said, the corner of his mouth crooking up even more.

Chantal was surprised he'd stayed in Michigan, but she didn't know him well enough to say as much, though she could admit to herself she would like to be better acquainted with him. Still, she couldn't completely dispel the discomfort she felt at the fact that he was one of Brianna's coworkers.

"Have you had a hard time finding your way around here? The roads can be murder at times."

"Are you talking about the potholes or the traffic?" he asked, his own tone teasing.

She laughed. "Both."

"The potholes I'm used to, since the situation wasn't any different in Union Lake, where I was before. But the traffic is definitely a lot different here."

"Union Lake?" Chantal asked. "I'm not familiar with it."

"It's in the thumb, not too far from here."

"The thumb?" she asked, surprised. "What made you move from New York City to Michigan's thumb?"

Something like bitterness crossed his face, but he smoothed the expression away so quickly Chantal almost wasn't certain it had ever been there.

"When I was finishing college, I decided I wanted to teach at a charter. There are a lot in New York, but I wanted to get out of the city, go somewhere different, and I wanted a school that was doing innovative things. Union Lake sounded amazing." He shrugged, and she didn't miss the tension in his shoulders. Whatever had happened in Union Lake, it hadn't been pretty, and it was clear the conversation was making him uncomfortable.

"Well, Union Lake's loss is Portford's gain," she said, and felt a swell of gratification when his shoulders eased and his grin returned.

"Let's hope Portford feels that way in the end."

"What classes will you be teaching this year? They didn't stick you with yearbook, did they?"

Laughing, he shook his head. "No, fortunately I managed to dodge that particular bullet. I'm teaching ninth and tenth grade ELA. I'm looking forward to it."

The genuine enthusiasm in his voice made his sincerity plain, and she felt herself responding instinctively. She saw the same spark in him she'd once seen in Brianna, the same passion for a job he saw not as work, but as a vocation.

"Sounds fantastic. I hope it'll be a good year for you."

"I hope so too. What about you? What do you do for a living—er, if I'm not holding you up, that is." Consciousness crept over his features, and he fiddled with his cart handle.

"No, I'm in no hurry," she said. "I'm a graphic designer for Impact. It's a boutique advertising firm in Detroit."

She wasn't in a hurry, but even if she had been, she would have been tempted to keep talking to him. Aside from his killer smile, his short-sleeved shirt showed off taut arm muscles, and the sound of his voice sent a pleasant shiver through her.

More importantly, he came across as friendly and open, and she couldn't help but respond to his manner. His being educated was another plus, and working with teenagers meant he had to have either a highly developed sense of empathy or a great deal of patience, or both. 

"Wow," he said, his eyes widening in interest. "So you work in the city? And you're an artist?"

The warmth of his interest and his choice of words flattered her more than she would have liked, both because she didn't want to think of herself as susceptible to charms that might or might not prove sincere, and because she was finding it hard not to react to how attractive she found him.

"Well, I don't know if I'd call myself an artist," she demurred, which wasn't false modesty. She had never liked to call herself an artist because she didn't want to come across as pretentious, and also because people tended to equate the word with fame and fortune. "But, yes, I do design the artwork for the ads, as well as creating logos. And, yes, I do work in the city."

"Do you like it?"

"The work or working in the city?"

"Both."

It was her turn to feel uncomfortable. "It's an interesting job," she settled on saying. "I like that each new assignment presents me with creative challenges. It keeps things from feeling static. And as for working in the city, that I really like. Detroit is changing a lot, and I like watching it grow and evolve."

"Are you a Michigan native?"

"Yep," she said. She wasn't normally reserved, not exactly, but she also didn't tend to open up to people the way she found herself opening up to him. Being with him was easy, comfortable, and she liked the way it felt. "My mom is from France, and she moved to Lansing to take a teaching job."

"Ah, so it's not just that you have a friend in the profession, but a family member too. No wonder you seem to have insider knowledge."

She liked the way his voice sounded when he bantered. She really liked it.

"I do have more insider knowledge of teaching than a lot of people do," she said, nodding.

"How can you find it surprising that I moved from New York City to teach in Michigan when your mom moved from France to do the same thing?"

"Are you implying that France is more exotic than Michigan?" she teased, raising her brows.

He laughed. "I guess your mom and I both have found it exotic enough to want to stay," he teased back.

Suddenly, she realized that they had both leaned just a little bit closer to one another, and the way his nearness stoked the warmth inside her took her aback. She couldn't remember the last time she had responded to a guy this way—maybe because she never had.

He must have misread her expression, because his smile dimmed and he gave his cart a little push. "I should let you get on with your shopping."

"You know, I could use some help," she blurted. "Before we started talking, I was doing way too much staring at the produce. I can't figure out what I want to cook this week, and I'm worried my intense focus on the vegetables is giving people the wrong impression."

His face lit up as he laughed. "I'm not sure how you think I can help you get over that particular unnatural interest."

Her smile was so wide it was making her cheeks ache, and yet she wished she could smile even more widely. Affecting a haughty voice, she said, "If it's not too much trouble, I thought I could ask what you plan on cooking. Maybe it'll give me ideas."

"How do you know I cook?" he asked, his eyes warm as his gaze remained fixed on hers. His interest was plain, his enjoyment of the conversation obvious, and she could no longer deny that they had crossed the line into flirtatious territory.

"I'd say you being in the produce section and not the frozen foods is probably a good sign."

"I don't claim to be an expert, but I do cook. I'd be happy to let you tag along with me, if you think it would help you."

That voice. She wanted to drown in it, despite the flicker of unease she couldn't quite quell.

Yeah, but Brianna was egging you on. She wouldn't have a problem with you flirting with him in the produce section.

Even so, she couldn't help but feel conflicted. Considering the spectacular flames in which her previous relationships had gone down, would dating Marcus be a good idea? 


 

 

Chapter 5

	

 

 

 

Chantal's stomach fluttered as she pulled up outside Elise's house. Shopping with Marcus had been so much fun that when they had parted outside the store and he had asked if she'd like to get together for coffee sometime, her mouth had said yes before her brain could catch up.

Before she could take any further steps with Marcus, she wanted to be sure Brianna was okay with it. She had wanted to speak to Brianna privately and had tried calling her after she got home from the grocery store, but Brianna hadn't answered. 

A warm breeze with a hint of coolness washed over Chantal as she stepped out of her car, carrying with it the crisp scent of changing leaves. Summer had been blazing hot, as per usual, and Chantal was glad the September breeze signaled that cold weather was on its way. Winter was one of her favorite seasons, so she welcomed the coming change, though she knew several of her friends and coworkers would think she had a screw loose for looking forward to snow.

An image of sitting before the fireplace in her house with Marcus, cradling mugs of hot chocolate laced with bourbon flitted through her head.

Pushing the thought away, she headed for Elise's door. Brianna's car was parked in the driveway, but it looked like Adriana wasn't there yet, and Chantal smiled as she imagined Adriana reluctantly tearing herself away from her boyfriend, Declan. Adriana hadn't become one of those women who ghosted her friends now that she was in a serious, committed relationship, but they did see less of her than they had before Dec had become part of her life, and though they all missed her at times, they were more than okay with it. Adriana never failed to carve out time for them, and they knew her friendships were as important to her as they had ever been. Plus, she was so happy, how could any of them begrudge her? They'd all had some initial concerns about Dec, who had been so gun-shy they'd feared he might break Adriana's heart, but though waters were occasionally troubled as he continued to grapple with his past, he and Adriana were solid, her four friends were certain of that. Smiling at the thought of her friend having possibly found "the one", Chantal knocked on Elise's door. 

Elise's bungalow was on a quiet street lined with mature trees, and the scenery never failed to soothe Chantal. Everything about the neighborhood spoke of tranquility and orderliness, a bit of Americana that seemed straight out of a novel. Though it was adorable and full of original details like hardwood floors and wood-beamed ceilings, Elise had chosen it both because of the neighborhood and because of the workshop attached to the garage, which was the perfect place for her to work on her cosplay creations. She joked that she would have bought the house even if it were falling down around her ears, the location and the workshop were so perfect.

"Chantal!" Elise said, giving her a big hug. Fondness warmed Chantal. Elise always acted as delighted to see each of them as she had when they had first become friends, and Chantal was pretty sure her friend would continue to do so even when they were all old and wrinkly.

"It's been way too long," Chantal said, giving her friend three cheek kisses, French-style.

Brow wrinkling as she frowned, Elise drew back and regarded Chantal. "It has been, hasn't it? Work has been so chaotic lately."

"Hey, you know I don't hold it against you—much," Chantal teased, squeezing her hand. "I'm just glad to see you again."

The frown disappeared, replaced by a smile. "I feel the same way. Come in, come in. I made chocolate martinis."

"You are a godsend," Chantal said with feeling, making Elise laugh. 

Elise shooed Chantal into the living room, saying she would bring her a martini, and Brianna and Kailani stood up to greet her with hugs.

"Hey, can I talk to you for a sec?" Chantal asked Brianna, her pulse accelerating.

Brianna gave her a knowing look, which knocked her off balance. "Sure."

"I'll go help Elise," Kailani said, and Chantal was grateful to her for taking the cue.

Chantal opened her mouth to speak, but Brianna gave her a broad smile and held up a hand. "I know what you're going to say."

"You do?" Chantal asked, confused.

"Yep. It's about Marcus, isn't it?"

"How did you know?"

"You have that look on your face, the one you get when you're worried one of us might not like what you have to say. That, and because he asked me about you at lunch on Thursday."

"He did?" Chantal felt a silly thrill, like she used to feel when she was in high school and learned a boy she thought was cute had a crush on her. 

Brianna outright laughed. "Holding onto that bit of information until I could give it to you in person was so worth it. You should see your face now. You really have nothing to worry about, you know. If you like him, I say go for it. He seems like a nice guy."
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