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        To my husband, who works so valiantly and desires so deeply for me to be happy with my body.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT PROSECCO WITH MY PROFESSOR

          

        

      

    

    
      When my ex-husband shows up in Rome begging me to come back, my one-night-stand—and silver fox professor—sets out to prove that I can do better.

      

      Things aren’t going so well in my MBA program—living in a foreign country is overwhelming, I don’t remember being this terrible of a student, and my ex has just “popped in” to ask me to rekindle our relationship.

      

      Except the possibilities of that one night with Professor Santo were hotter than my entire twenty-year marriage.

      

      And when he finds out my ex is sniffing around, he wants a do-over. 

      

      Even though I accidentally pepper-sprayed him...and despite the fact that sleeping with me could cost him his job.

      

      Living next door to each other means it would be easy to sneak around for some one-time extra credit. 

      

      But once we start, things go up in flames, and there’s more than Santo’s job on the line.  

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TO CONCERNED READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This book includes a female main character with body insecurities. It also includes a power imbalance between two mature characters.

      

        

      
        As usual with my books, there are multiple graphic sex scenes. This one explores anal play and use of toys.
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      Emma

      “Two Franciacorta, one Chianti, and one Prosecco,” the bartender says as he puts four wine glasses in front of me, and thank god, it was a repeat order from before. I barely know any of those words; before coming to Europe, my wine selection typically consisted of red, white, or “champagne,” which was definitely not champagne.

      Not that I have had any champagne since moving here or that I know what the differences are, but still. I guess at forty-two years old, it’s about time I broadened my horizons, so maybe buying some actual champagne should be on my to-do list.

      “Grazie,” I say, wincing because it doesn’t sound as sexy on my tongue as it does his.

      I thought it was a joke or inaccurate that Italian men are sexier, but in the brief time that I’ve been in Rome, I think that’s true.

      It must be the heady combination of the accent, the dark hair and olive skin, and the way they dress. The same was true with Spanish men in Madrid, where I just spent a month living with one of my best friends.

      Speaking of Jade, she sidles up next to me at the bar, her long hair up in a ponytail that swings against my elbow. “Let me help.” She grabs two glasses with one hand while I grab the other two. With her free hand on my elbow, she turns us back to our table where our other best friends, Sara and Tessa, sit. Our little wine club together in this cozy bar in Italy.

      I make a point not to look at the older man who smiled at me a few minutes ago.

      Jade, however, is like a mind reader, especially with anything sex-related. She leans in with a whisper. “You have your eye on the silver fox down at the end of the bar?”

      I glance over my shoulder to find him watching me, so I quickly snap my head forward again. This man is the perfect example of how stylish Italian men can be. The thick, wavy hair on the top of his head and his dark beard are salt-and-pepper and groomed. He’s wearing a fitted navy blazer, but I lack the sartorial knowledge to describe why it looks so damn good on him, whereas my ex in a navy blazer looked like a country club dweeb.

      Movement catches my gaze, and I glance over to find Jade wriggling her fingers at the silver fox.

      I push her hand down as we arrive at the table. “Stop encouraging him,” I hiss.

      “Why?” Jade’s smile turns from slightly flirty to fond as she looks at me.

      “You’re giving him false hope,” I say.

      “Honey, men are going to always hope to sleep with you.” Jade, the shortest of us, huffs as she climbs onto the chair at our high-top table. She’s five-four, with bronze skin and long dark hair that has a white streak in it. “You’re beautiful and charming. Hope isn’t something you give them; they already have it. And any guy worth going home with is going to know that having a conversation or flirtation with you is not a consolation prize. A man should be so honored.”

      I blush and glance at the man again. “It’s not that I don’t want to sleep with someone.” I lean in and drop my voice to a whisper. “It’s just that it’s been so long. It feels like…like being revirginized.”

      “That’s definitely not a thing,” Jade interjects, pointing a finger at me. Sara and Tessa sip their wine, amused. The four of us have been best friends for ages. We met at Sara’s yoga classes and then started going out for a drink afterward and our friendships blossomed from there. With Jade and I having lived together for the past month, we’ve become even closer, which is humorous since the two of us are opposites, at least when it comes to relationships.

      “I know, I know. You’ve made us all read the book, Jade.” The book on women’s sexuality that Jade gave each of us a few years ago debunked a lot of myths and taught me way more about sex than twenty-three years of marriage did. Living with Jade taught me even more. I’ve only just started thinking about dating again, and she helped me think through some of my anxieties—what if a woman I was interested in wasn’t queer, or what if a man was put off by my height.

      It also made me a little sad. Like I was missing out on something I hadn’t known was possible. Because while my marriage lasted for twenty-three years, my sex life with my husband didn’t.

      But I’m here in Rome, about to start an International MBA program, turning over a new leaf. Why shouldn’t that extend to my sex life, too?

      “I’m just saying,” Jade points out, “that you have us all here. If you want to go talk to that guy, we can have, like, a signal. An eye roll if we need to rescue you from the conversation, or a wink if you’re going to go home with him.”

      “And then we can make sure we have his information,” Sara says, “just like y’all did with my roommate. And if anything goes wrong, we can help you.” She recently moved in with a total stranger, but it’s been almost a month now, and it is going well.

      Jade blinks at Sara, possibly surprised that she’s agreeing with her.

      “But only if you’re comfortable with it,” Sara adds. Her hair, dark brown with a few gray hairs—unlike my completely gray hair—is up in a ponytail, and she’s wearing a chic dress that shows off her yoga-toned body.

      “Thanks, Sara,” I say, but Jade hasn’t taken her eyes off Sara.

      “Hang on,” Jade says, and now Sara has the full brunt of her attention. “Sara’s been awfully relaxed this weekend.” Jade twists her mouth to the side and wiggles an eyebrow. “Are you getting some frustration out somehow?”

      “No!” Sara protests. “I am not sleeping with my roommate.”

      “Wow,” Tessa says, leaning her elbow on the table and propping her chin in her hand, mirroring Jade. Her light blonde hair perfectly frames her face and real diamond earrings sparkle in the low light of the bar. “Jade didn’t say anything about your roommate.”

      “That’s not… I just meant…”

      I can’t help it; a giggle slips out, and I clap my hand over my mouth before it becomes a full-on laugh.

      “You!” Sara says, pointing at me. “Go talk to him!” She jabs her thumb over her shoulder, and I groan.

      I throw a pout at her, but then look over her shoulder. The man is still standing there. He’s sipping from a rotund glass of red wine, listening to his friend, and as he swallows, his prominent Adam’s apple visible, his eyes catch mine.

      He smiles, and it’s slow, like molasses. It’s got a hint of a smirk to it and no teeth. This man is confident, like he knows he can give me an actual, honest-to-god, non-vibrator-triggered orgasm.

      It’s been at least a decade since I’ve had one of those.

      “Okay.” I draw in a breath and then take a sip of my Prosecco. “What do I say?”

      “I always start with hi,” Jade says helpfully, and I pinch her bicep. Jade yelps and rubs her arm but laughs as I stand, gather my courage, and walk toward the bar.

      There’s a space two seats down from the man I want to talk to, so I stand at it, giving myself a moment to think about what I’m going to say. The couple between us is like a protective barrier between me and the unknown.

      I sip my wine, the bubbles dancing on my tongue. My friends have been encouraging me to get on dating apps, and I can see why: for an introvert like me, how on earth did we ever pick up people in bars?

      “I thought you might be the Prosecco,” a voice next to me says. It’s deep, and the accent is there, but not thick. His voice rises and falls; the r of Prosecco rolls.

      I turn, and it’s him. The people between us have disappeared, and he stands a few feet away.

      “Excuse me?” My cheeks warm. He said something to me.

      “I heard your drink order,” he says, stepping closer. “I thought, ‘those women know their Italian wine’, and then I tried to guess which was yours. And,” he pauses, holding out a hand and tilting his head. “I was right.”

      I smile into my glass and take another sip. He’s flirting. That’s flirting, right? Maybe?

      It’s so subtle, and I’m used to Jade, who is an outrageous flirt and makes her intentions super clear from the start.

      “Why did you think I was the Prosecco? Why not the Fran…”

      “Franciacorta,” he supplies, lip twitching.

      Oof, I like the way he says that. “Yes. That one. Or the key…”

      “Chianti.”

      “Chianti,” I echo. I might keep naming wines over and over to hear him repeat the words back.

      “Have you not seen the Hannibal Lecter movie?”

      “No, because,” I dramatically shudder, “A, I don’t do horror movies, and B, that movie came out when I was probably…nine?” I guess. “Hardly appropriate for a child.”

      “I saw it when it came out. I was twenty-three, and I still don’t think it was age-appropriate,” he says, and I chuckle. “To answer your question, I thought you were the Prosecco because you looked like light. Like bubbles.”

      My cheeks heat. “Well, I’m not a bubbly person. Sorry to disappoint.”

      His lips roll inward, and he gives a small shake of his head. “Bubbles are not bubbly or shy; they just are. I wouldn’t dream of trying to push the whimsies of men on something so beautiful.” His gaze on me is pointed.

      Words escape me. Is this real?

      Another point in the favor of Italian men because I can’t picture any of the American men I know back home as having the ability to pull a compliment like that off. I can’t picture them even using the phrase whimsies of men. Maybe I just know the wrong men.

      I realize my mouth is slightly open, and I’ve been staring. With a click, I close my jaw and extend my hand. “I’m Emma.”

      He takes my hand in his, and it’s not over-the-top; there’s no kissing of the knuckles or anything so flamboyant, but the handshake is firm and warm—like I’m in expert hands now. It sends a shiver up my spine.

      “Santo,” he says.
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      Santo

      Emma is nervous, and when I glance over at the table of her friends, they quickly look away. “A girls’ weekend?” I guess, lifting an eyebrow.

      “Yes,” she says, almost into her glass as she takes another sip. Emma is as tall as I am, and she’s wearing flats, so we’re perfectly eye-to-eye.

      “Tell me, what do a bunch of beautiful women do in the city on a girls’ weekend?”

      It takes some prodding and follow-up questions, but eventually, we find our way. Emma tells me about her exploration of my city with her friends—food, walking cobblestone streets, hitting all the highlights like the Vatican and Trevi fountain. She has an American accent with a slight twang, one I can’t place.

      She loves it here, and when I tell her I’ve lived here most of my life, she begs me for recommendations.

      “We have one last day together tomorrow. You must have some suggestions.”

      I pull my phone out of my pocket and open it, swiping away texts from Vincente, my friend I was here with, that tell me he’s left the bar already. “Where are you staying?”

      “Just a few blocks from here, actually. But we are sharing hotel rooms.” She blushes prettily, embarrassed, perhaps because she’s making assumptions about where tonight is leading.

      “I am not far from here either,” I say, holding her gaze over the rim of my wineglass as I sip. “Plenty of privacy.” Privacy, but not ideal on account of all the boxes that are stacked up for the impending move. But the bed’s still there, made up for a few more nights of sleep.

      Her blush deepens. Emma has fair skin, very faint lines at the edges of her brown eyes, and thick, long gray hair. I set my wineglass down, and she leans in as I show her a map and some suggestions on my phone for places to eat.

      We talk about the options, complicated by one of her friends who is vegan, but we eventually settle on a quiet place I’ve been to a few times with a courtyard. I send it to her via Airdrop when she pulls out her phone.

      From then on, I keep it light. She’s clearly here for the weekend, and while she’s shy, she’s definitely not looking for anything long term—which is perfect for me.

      I’m not looking for a third wife.

      I’m just looking for a bit of fun.

      When we order another round, I ask for water, too, and I make sure Emma hydrates between the wine. Her cheeks are still flushed, but from the wine or the attention, I’m not sure.

      I’ve put my usual moves on her; a soft brush of her arm, a light touch on her back. When we clink glasses, I don’t step back out of her space.

      She’s got big, beautiful eyes I could get lost in for the night and a small delicate mouth that I want to touch. That ache of desire has a hold of me, and I want to take her home.

      Based on the way her eyes drop down to my mouth, I think she has the same idea too. I lean in closer, and her lips part at my nearness. Her eyelids flutter as I press a gentle kiss to the corner of her mouth. When I pull back just enough to breathe, she turns slightly, lining us up. I press another kiss to her lips, and she softens against me.

      “Emma,” I say when I pull away. “Come home with me?”

      Her teeth capture her bottom lip and worry it as her eyes bounce between mine, but she nods, the unbitten side of her lip tipping up into a smile.

      I signal for the bill and Emma finishes her glass of water while she waits and then leads me toward her friends. They’re already watching us and grinning; the short, long-haired one looking smug.

      Emma says something to them in a whisper before I catch up to her, and one of the women, the brunette, claps her hand over her mouth, eyes dancing in amusement. Emma picks up a purse from the empty chair.

      “Hello,” I tell them.

      Before I can say anything else, the brunette drops her hand and clears her throat. “Can I see some ID, please?”

      The woman with the gray streak in her hair guffaws. I pull out my ID, and the brunette takes a picture of it.

      “Where are you going?”

      I give her my address.

      “Are you driving?”

      “Okay, Mama Bear,” the gray-streak woman interrupts.

      “It’s okay,” I say. “We will take an Uber.” I would take a taxi if I was by myself—well, actually, I would walk, but in the name of efficiency, a car would be best—but I want Emma’s friends to know she’s safe, and Uber gives them the ability to track the ride.

      “That she’ll order and let us track,” she answers primly.

      Exactly what I had in mind. “Yes, signora. I will take excellent care of her.”

      That mollifies the protective one. Emma tugs me away when the other whistles, blowing them a kiss as we walk toward the exit and calling goodbye.

      Out on the street, Emma covers her hand with her face. “Oh my god,” she mumbles.

      “What?” I ask, bending down to see her better, but I’m pretty sure she’s laughing.

      “Is it always this embarrassing?”

      I gently tug one wrist, and she drops it. I keep my grip on it and use it to pull her closer. Those rosy pink cheeks haven’t faded at all. “What is embarrassing about it?” I ask, but don’t let her answer. “It’s life,” I say with a shrug and grab her other hand too. “It’s a good life.”

      “Good, huh?” she says. We’re closer now, the September night air between us is almost chilly. She bites her lip, gazing at me.

      I wrap my arms around her, taking her hands with me behind her back. Her chest presses against mine, her breath hitting my lips and her eyes widening. Our noses touch, just a small nudge at first before I purposefully drag the tip of mine across hers. Her eyelashes flutter, the smell of wine and sweet botanicals wrapping around us.

      I close the last millimeter, brushing my lips against her bottom one, just a tiny drag of soft skin against soft skin. I nip, and it startles her.

      Her lips part, and I go in for a full kiss, my lips easing hers open and my arms pulling her harder against me. Emma lets me keep the lead, but she responds eagerly, with a sweet little moan in the back of her throat as I barely dip my tongue in.

      I pull back before we get too heated. “Emma, call the Uber.” I give her my address while she orders the car, and then I cup her head with my hands, fusing our mouths together again. These kisses are hotter, more insistent, and Emma kisses back with more confidence.

      A car honks, and I ease back, releasing my grip and steadying her when she sways slightly. I open the door to our ride and guide her in, following right behind.

      To my relief, Emma doesn’t scoot all the way over. When the door slams behind me, I pull her toward me and cover my mouth with hers again. She grips the lapels of my jacket, keeping me close, as if afraid that I’ll pull away.

      What would be a long, cobble-stoned walk down dark streets is a brief car ride. We get out at our destination, and I thank the driver.

      When I turn back to Emma, she’s laughing to herself.

      “What?” I ask.

      She presses her hands to her cheeks. “I haven’t really done that before.” At my look, she laughs again. “Making out in front of a stranger, I mean.”

      “Did you like it?” How much did she like it?

      She tilts her head as I usher her through the vestibule and into the lobby. “Are you asking if I am an exhibitionist?”

      I press her up against the wall of the lobby and kiss her, this time deep with more tongue. When she’s thoroughly disheveled, I trace light kisses up the side of her face. “I just want to know what you like,” I whisper in her ear.

      “You,” she says back, shyly.

      Fuck, that’s hot. I grunt and thrust my hips against her, watching as her eyelids flutter in arousal. Pushing off from the wall, I lead her up the stairs and into my apartment. My cat, Zola, has been acting out lately, the boxes and luggage clueing her into the impending move. I brace myself walking in and hope that she hasn’t made her displeasure known again with a mess, but everything looks in order and, most importantly, smells good.

      Emma will be the last woman to come back to this apartment that I’ve lived in for six years. I’m downgrading again. My previous home was more befitting a CFO’s salary. This one was better on a professor’s salary but still enormous. The new apartment will be better suited to a lone professor and his cat.

      The entryway is small, and Emma looks around. When she turns her attention back to me, her back is against the wall. She’s still flushed, lips kiss-swollen.

      My eyes travel down her body. Full breasts, soft belly, generous hips and thighs, all wrapped in a subdued purple dress that ends at the knee. It’s a modest outfit but curve-hugging.

      And also provides easy access.

      I let my finger trace the same path my eyes took. She sucks in a little when I pass her stomach, but I ignore that. I’ll prove to her how sexy her body is.

      When I can’t reach any further, I draw my gaze back up to hers and hold it for a beat before slowly lowering myself to my knees. Years of playing football means I can’t do this for long, but a few minutes will be completely worth the stiffness.

      Emma’s eyes widen.

      My fingers are at the hem of her dress, playing with it lightly. I inch it up the soft expanse of pale thigh, keeping my eyes on hers. Her breath accelerates, her lips part, and the smell of her arousal hits me. My eyelids flutter, and I nuzzle the skin I’ve exposed.

      When I look up, Emma’s dropped her head back and I take it as an invitation to move further. I groan when I reveal her soft pink panties with a damp spot between her legs.

      “So sexy.” I whisper the words against her skin. Her hips shift as I run my fingers up her sides, hooking them into her panties and tugging down. Her stance widens, so I only take them down to her knees.

      She smells so fucking good. Emma’s left her hair natural, soft curls in such a light, fine color, that I can’t tell if it’s blonde or gray. I place my palm on her belly, using my thumb to stroke the hairs. When I glance up to check on her, she’s thrown her head back, her chest heaving in anticipation.

      I press my open mouth against her at the bottom of her mons. My tongue slides down, spread flat and delving between her lips and over her clit, curling when I get to⁠—

      “Stop,” Emma says, and I freeze. I pull back to look up at her, and my stomach twists. She’s not wide-eyed in pleasure but in panic. “I have to—” She fumbles with her panties. “I have to go.”

      “What? Emma⁠—”

      She doesn’t even get the material up over her hips, just enough so that she can leave. The next thing I know, I’m on my knees in my empty hallway, the doors slamming behind her, leaving me alone.

      “Miao.”

      Correction—alone with my cat.
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      Emma

      I’m not sure what I’m going to walk into at the hotel room—it hasn’t been long, my friends could still be out at the bar—but when I open the door to one of the adjoining rooms we’ve booked, Sara is sitting on top of the covers of one bed and on her phone, a soft smile on her face. She glances up at me in surprise. “Hey, what are you doing back?”

      I don’t know where Jade and Tessa are, but I throw my bag in the general direction of the table and flop face-first onto the bed next to her. “I couldn’t do it,” I say, voice muffled by the comforter, but thankfully, Sara is proficient in Emma-feelings enough to make an educated guess. Her hand lands softly on my shoulder.

      “Couldn’t do what?”

      I flop right-side-up and we both wiggle into a comfortable position on the bed, backs against the headboard.

      “He wanted to go down on me. I mean, he went down on me. But it was…” I trail off, not sure how to finish the sentence.

      “It wasn’t good?” Sara guesses.

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “Do you know how long it’s been since a man has gone down on me?” Then I wince because Sara’s husband passed many years ago when her daughter was a toddler. “Sorry. I should remember who I’m talking to.”

      “It’s okay,” Sara says, grabbing my hand and pulling it into her lap, then patting it. “How long has it been?”

      I have to think about when the last time my ex-husband did that—I try to think about it, but I’m tired, and it was not that memorable. Maybe our twentieth anniversary? “I honestly don’t remember the last time Bruce did that. Years. He never did like it, anyway.”

      Sara chuckles. “It’s been a long time for me, too, so my memory might be a little hazy. But I don’t remember Kit being all that good at it. I mean, we were so young; everything was just rolled up with enthusiasm. And after Zoe was born, it was a lot of quickies as we could catch them.” Zoe, now a young woman, is studying in Munich for a semester.

      “What about some of the guys you’ve dated recently?”

      “I think we either never got to that part or skipped the foreplay.”

      “You should never skip the foreplay,” Jade interrupts as the door to the bathroom swings open. She’s wrapped her hair up in a towel and has a T-shirt and shorts on for sleeping. “Emma,” she says, eyebrow raising in surprise. “Is everything okay?”

      By the time I’ve filled Jade in, the door to the hallway opens, and Tessa joins us. Before I can say anything, Jade waves a hand. “Yes, Emma’s back. She’s fine. He was fine, but the night was not a success.”

      “Oh,” Tessa says, sitting at the foot of the bed and giving my bare foot a squeeze. “Are you going to see him again?”

      I shake my head hard. “Definitely not. I basically just ran out of his apartment, and he probably thinks there’s something wrong with me.”

      “Why did you run out?” Jade asks.

      “Because it was embarrassing. I wasn’t expecting that!”

      “What?” Jade asks, her brow wrinkling.

      “I wasn’t expecting him to put his mouth down there! I just thought…I don’t know! I couldn’t stop thinking about how it had been a few hours since I’d showered and I had just peed at the bar and I haven’t done any upkeep down there because obviously I wasn’t planning to go home with a guy and…” Great, now I’m crying. “I guess I’m just not ready yet.”

      “Hey,” Tessa coos. “That’s okay. It’s all taking steps and trying something new, right?”

      “Emma, babe, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to pressure you.” Jade sucks her bottom lip into her mouth, the skin under her teeth turning white as she worries it.

      “You didn’t pressure me. Really. I was excited at the bar, but when he was actually…you know…I just couldn’t turn my brain off and enjoy it.”

      “You definitely have to be in the right headspace for it,” Tessa says. “A bit of confidence goes a long way.”

      I sit up, wiping my eyes, and give my friends my best attempt at a smile. “It gets better, right?”

      “Of course it does!” Jade assures me.

      Sara agrees, even though I think it’s more wishful thinking than anything else.

      But Tessa, the only one of us actually in a relationship, smiles knowingly and goes a little dreamy. She must be thinking about her boyfriend, Luc. Sara, Jade, and I exchange glances and then Jade lunges for the other bed, grabbing a pillow. Sara and I take the ones from behind us and whack Tessa.

      She laughs and squeals, fending off the blows as best she can.

      We don’t pillow fight for long—seriously, a pillow fight at our age? Bruce, my ex, would have keeled over with a heart attack over me having a pillow fight with my “hot friends”—and end up all on the same bed, sprawled out and laughing.

      Weapons down, Jade returns to the important topics. “It’s a great sign that he went down on you, though. Like, I hate to say how low my bar has gotten lately. I’m fine with any foreplay, but goddamn, so many men want to skip right to p-in-v, and I’m fucking tired of it.”

      Tessa hums. “You know, the first time Luc went down on me, I asked if he wanted me to shower first. I get that we’re all human and have bodily functions and whatnot. It’s a legit concern, but some men just really like it. And then, once you get into it, you don’t really think about anything else.” She shrugs.

      “Hard agree,” Jade adds.

      That’s what I worry about. Sometimes, with Bruce, he gave up before I could come. It’s so hard to stay present.

      Plus, I’m pretty sure Jade and Tessa keep their pubic hair relatively trim. Maybe I should ask for some tips.

      Tessa departs for the bathroom, and Jade and I vacate to the other bedroom. I shower, washing off any lingering smells of wine and hot Italian men, and then get in bed. Jade, in the other bed, flips over on her side to face me before I turn out the light.

      “I’m sorry your night didn’t work out,” she says softly.

      “I know. But it was a step forward, and I wouldn’t have been brave enough for that without your support. Thanks for that.”

      “Any time, babe. And now you’ll probably meet some cute fellow MBA student who’s a few years younger than you but has all the eagerness and stamina that comes with it, and they can rock your world.”

      I chuckle at that. Luc is younger than Tessa, but I’m not sure that interests me. I like the maturity and self-assuredness Santo carried. Maybe there’s someone like that waiting for me, and maybe they’ll be in the crowd of new students.
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        * * *

      

      It’s a teary goodbye with my best friends, but it’s tempered by the fact that I’ll see them again in a month. After waving to the car that whisks them off to the airport, I take my things and call my own Uber to go to my new apartment.

      I have two large bags with me from my time in Madrid and a small bag for the weekend. My intention was to leave the big bags packed until I got to my new place, but I made a huge mess looking for things in them—half of which I ended up finding in the smaller bag after a harried search—and I didn’t pack them up as neatly anymore. Hence, I greet the landlord of the apartment complex with bulging bags I can barely carry, plus a handful of sweatshirts that mysteriously no longer fit in my suitcases.

      The man is nice enough, showing me the small entrance with double doors, the (very European) cramped elevator where we stuff my bags in with us, and the small apartment that I’ll be living in.

      It’s fully furnished, so by the time my bags are in and we’ve made a few trips down to the storage area to get the boxes I shipped over ahead of time, the space is feeling rather tiny. Plus, my apartment is one of the unrenovated ones in the building, which means it is cheaper. I think most of these are unfurnished and nicer. Since it’s just me, I don’t need a lot of space, but I wanted to be close to the school.

      I’m not the only one moving in today—down the hallway there are boxes stacked outside of another door, and someone else is moving in on the first floor too.

      “We house a lot of students and professors,” my landlord explains. “Not…how do you say in English? Dormitory?”

      “Dorm.” I think back to the previous fall, moving my youngest child into their dorm room in LA. It’s very different from these quiet halls and humble apartments.

      “Yes. Next to you, there’s a student at the fashion institute. The new one, down the hall”—he points in the general direction of the boxes—“is a professor. I think the same university as you?”

      “That would be nice.” I picture a female professor who might be closer to my age, someone who could become a mentor or even a friend.

      He leaves me to unpack, and as I’m trying to decide where to store my shell suitcase, there’s a knock at my new door.

      There are voices in the hallway, but as I open my door, another one closes down the hall and there’s only one person outside. Well, one person and a barking dog.

      A young woman, about the age of my kids, I estimate, stands in the hallway with the dog on a leash. The dog is stout, with one of those scrunched-up noses. A French bulldog, maybe? I’m not good with dog breeds.

      “Oliver! Taci!” The woman glares down at the dog. When she looks back up, she brightens. “I am Eva. I live next door.” She gestures down the hall toward the boxes. Eva has a thick Italian accent, short dark hair, and a nose piercing. She smells faintly of cigarette smoke. Oliver is still harrumphing at me.

      “Emma,” I offer her my hand, and we shake. “I hear you are a fashion student.”

      “Yes, I am.” We chat for a few minutes until Oliver impatiently tugs at the leash to go back home. “Good luck with your studies,” Eva says as she walks away, which seems like a very final thing to say to someone who you’ll see every day, probably, but I chalk it up to a language barrier.

      Back inside, I put a few more things away and check my phone. There are messages in the group text with my kids, who want to do a video call tonight and settled on nearly 10 p.m. my time. Also in the app are various “I’m home” messages from my friends, and I send them some pics of my apartment.

      I fall asleep on the couch and wake up to darkness. Blinking in confusion, I sit up before looking out the window. Two golden, glowing eyes stare back at me.

      I stifle a scream, my heart leaping in my throat, before I recognize that it’s a cat. They slowly blink at me.

      My apartment doesn’t have a lot of windows, but there are two tall ones that face the building next door. They must have a ledge the cat is sitting on.

      I stand, and the cat disappears before I can say or do anything else. I close the curtains anyway—no peeping toms, human or otherwise, are invited. Who lets their black cat roam freely at night?
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      Emma

      I unpack and take several trips to the supermarket to buy all the things I need that I didn’t want to pack: toiletries, cooking supplies, new sheets for the bed, a hair dryer. It’s good to practice my conversational Italian—which I’m learning via an app—but also makes me very glad that the MBA program I’m enrolled in is taught in English.

      My disastrous night with Santo is still pretty fresh in my mind, and I stare at the aisle of shaving creams, razors, and electrical implements that are, I’m guessing, by their packaging and color and some handy outlines on the back of the box, intended for women’s landscaping.

      If I’m going to consider dating again or even just meeting someone in my classes, maybe I need to sit down and consider what I want to do to maintain myself.

      I would rather do some research than buy something spur-of-the-moment that goes to waste, so I check out with my normal toiletries and head back to my new place.

      Once unpacked, I pick up my phone and text my friends for advice.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Emma

      

      
        Are y’all available for a phone call?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sara

      

      
        I am.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tessa

      

      
        Me too.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jade

      

      
        I’m out grocery shopping. The fridge is barren. Is this like a call-to-catch up or is this a level 5 emergency?

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I take a deep breath. If I’m actually going to go through with this, then I should get more comfortable talking about it with my favorite people in the world.

      If I’m going to try dating, I type.

      Delete, delete.

      What do you do about your–

      Delete, delete.

      Ugh. I hate that these words aren’t sexy or fun for me. I type out a third attempt and hit send with a cringe.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Emma

      

      
        I’m looking for um landscaping advice?

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Two seconds later, my phone buzzes with an incoming video call from Jade. I answer, and the screen fills with her face, her cheeks flushed and hair bouncing as she power-walks.

      “What happened to grocery shopping?”

      “Yeah, well, I had just started, and all there was in the cart so far was wine, so I ditched it and am going home so I can give you one hundred percent of my focus. Plus, someone once told me it was extremely inappropriate to discuss our sex lives in the dairy section.” Jade grins at me.
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