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      Men don’t cheat in good relationships. My therapist’s words echoed in my head as I jogged down the steps from her office onto the brick-lined sidewalk of the main street in my hometown. If Dr. Hirsch was right, I wasn’t even a blip on Jason’s radar when he stuck his dick in his student, his intern—the younger woman. And it’s not that I’m old—she’s that young.

      The sun warmed my face as I walked toward Washington College’s historic campus. Dr. Hirsch had also insisted the cheating wasn’t my fault. Maybe. My first boyfriend in college was a T.A. who cheated with his student, then Jason—the man I was supposed to marry—couldn’t keep his hands off—or his dick out of—his barely-old-enough-to-drink intern. Along with a few other inconsequential relationships along the way where the man always wandered to someone else, no matter how Dr. Hirsch wanted to frame it, that made the common denominator me.

      As I entered Washington College’s campus, I was running late as usual. Despite my love for my job, I wasn’t happy my boss handed me his role as advisor for the student’s paper, The Elm. With everything that goes into managing a small-town paper—declining readership numbers, loss of advertisers, and the cost of delivering the paper—I didn’t have time for one more thing. I was a jack of all trades, and investigating and writing a story was only one small part the wheel that kept everything going. At least that was an area of my life where I could still trust my judgment, unlike dating where my gut had always been so clearly wrong.

      I took a deep breath and shoved the failed-relationship memories back where they belonged as I stopped to admire the cherry blossom trees in full bloom. They would make great images for the website. I took a few photos with my phone until I noticed a large crowd of students on the quad and heard the sound of a bat striking a ball. Walking closer, the infielder threw the ball at the runner, striking him. A man in a black T-shirt yelled, “Out!”

      Catching the attention of one of the students, I said, “I thought you had to tag someone to get them out in baseball.”

      “This isn’t baseball. It’s an old game, called Town Ball. It’s similar, but there’s an extra base and there are no foul balls. Everything is in play. The professors and students play each other every Friday afternoon for fun.”

      This would be a cute write-up for the student paper. “Is this a new tradition? I don’t remember this when I graduated six years ago.”

      “Yeah, one of the newer history professors started it.” She pointed over to Sawyer Hudson, Luke’s younger brother. Luke Hudson was the new sheriff and also my friend Emma’s fiancé. My eyes slid over his team shirt, which stretched tight over his chest and broad shoulders, and I swallowed. I rarely saw Sawyer outside of his chinos and white button-downs. Who knew the quiet professor had a body?

      “Hot, right?” The student laughed at my wide eyes. She wore short tight white shorts showcasing her long toned, tanned legs, topped with a black Zeta sorority shirt tied in a knot at her belly button, and a necklace which dangled teasingly over her ample breasts. “He’s been voted unofficially the hottest professor three years running.”

      “Well, that was until Dr. Mason starting working here,” her friend added.

      I hadn’t seen this Dr. Mason but he’d have to be pretty hot to beat out Sawyer in a hotness contest.

      “Oh, yeah,” she said.

      I tore my eyes from the sight of Sawyer on the field, squatting in the fielding position ready to catch any balls thrown at him. “Hottest professor, huh?” I asked. Who knew? I’d always written Sawyer off as too quiet. He’d graduated the same year as I did from Chestertown High, but his intelligence kept him solidly out of my circle. Being learning challenged, I wasn’t in his classes. I closed my eyes at the memory of the embarrassment and shame which followed me through school when I had trouble reading out loud or focusing.

      “For sure,” she said.

      I heard her words, but couldn’t process them. A teacher in a relationship with a student ran through my head on endless repeat. My ex-fiancé, Jason, had cheated on me with one of his younger interns shortly after proposing. It happened two years ago, but the memory of his betrayal caused a pit to form in my stomach. Was Sawyer the same? Was he flattered by the students’ attention? This girl was young, beautiful, and confident. Why wouldn’t he be interested? But the important question was why did I care?

      I watched him high-five a fellow player, chuckling, as he lifted his white T-shirt to wipe the sweat from his face, revealing a set of chiseled abs, which made my mouth drop open.

      “Rawr! Check out that six pack.” The student elbowed her friend. “Did you see that?”

      “Uh huh. Man candy every Friday in the quad. Can’t miss.”

      Checking my watch to see it was almost four, the time I needed to be at my meeting, I backed away from the spectacle, trying to circle the crowd to make it to the Gibson Center for the Arts building, not wanting to be late for the first meeting. The crowd around me began to dissipate as the game ended, making my trek across the quad more difficult.

      “I’m putting a reminder on my phone to come to the quad every Friday afternoon,” one student said, her fingers flying over her phone as she walked in front of me.

      With all of the stops and starts, I’d barely even reached the field when someone in the crowd jostled me and I slammed into a very defined back. The person spun around, placing his large hands on my shoulders to steady me. My eyes traveled up from the sweat-soaked T-shirt to amused brown eyes partially hidden behind glasses.

      “Sawyer?” I asked, breathlessly. Since when am I breathless around Sawyer?

      “Stella? What are you doing on campus?” His low voice sent a shiver through my body.

      I breathed in his scent, a combination of sweat, leather, and something musty from working in the historic buildings. I cleared my throat, taking a large step back, causing his hands to drop from my shoulders.

      We were total opposites—he was quiet and intelligent—I was loud and said whatever was on my mind. He was analytical and I was flighty.

      At Sawyer’s raised brows, I knew I’d been quiet for too long. “Oh, I’m the newest advisor for the student paper. My boss didn’t want to do it anymore, so one more thing on my plate.” I smiled wide to cover my thoughts. I was always expected to be the happy, carefree person. I knew my role and played it well.

      Sawyer’s eyes widened. “Wow, Stella, that’s great.”

      “Is it so surprising?” I couldn’t help asking in a small voice. Of course, someone as smart and accomplished as Sawyer wasn’t impressed by me—I was voted the class clown my senior year.

      “Not exactly.” He coughed into his hand and shifted on his feet.

      I took a step to pass him, but his hand closed around my arm, drawing me up short. My breath caught at the contact, and my gaze paused on the long tan fingers circling my arm. “I’m sorry, Stella. I guess it surprised me a little.”

      I nodded, my lips drawn tight at his honesty.

      “I’m sorry. That came out all wrong.” He sighed, clearly frustrated with himself causing my heart to clench.

      This man was upset that he’d hurt my feelings? When was the last time that had happened?

      Then quieter, he said, “I think it’s great you’re working with the kids on the paper. Being younger, I’m sure they’ll relate better to you.”

      I smiled. “Yeah, that’s true.” The fact that he’d referred to his students as kids stuck out to me. My mind flashed back to the young co-eds on the quad wearing baby doll-size shirts and tiny shorts.

      He smiled, drawing his lip between his teeth, like he was uncomfortable letting loose. “I guess we’ll be seeing more of each other now—since you’re working on campus.”

      “Oh yeah, for sure.” For sure? I was talking like the students now. Sawyer had reduced me to a simpering sorority girl. “Anyway!” My voice rose an octave as I tried to continue speaking in my best reporter voice, “I need to get to my meeting so I’m not late. It was great seeing you, Sawyer.” I glanced pointedly where his hand still gripped my arm firmly.

      His face flushed, he dropped my arm. “Right. Sorry about that.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to say I wasn’t. That he could touch me anytime he wanted to, but I remembered what he said when our group of friends gathered at Logan and Ashley’s home for their housewarming party:  “No man, she’s too much for me. She’s impulsive and loud. I need a nice, quiet—” I have no idea what else he’d said because I’d fled the party before he saw me.

      He’d been clear that night. He saw me as this flighty airhead who didn’t take anything seriously. Not that I’d ever seen him for more than what he was, the brother of a friend in my tight circle of friends. I couldn’t blame him. He didn’t know me. No one did. But I couldn’t get his softly spoken words out of my head. It cut to the core of my insecurities—wishing I could be more like other women—not someone so easily dismissed and discarded.

      I managed to walk away without tripping, but I swore I felt his gaze on my back as I continued across the quad, dodging Frisbees. A lightness filled me as I replayed the interaction with him—the first time I’d noticed Sawyer as a man and not an acquaintance—his defined chest and chiseled abs. Who knew sweat looked so good on a man? I’d told him before he was Clark Kent sexy with his glasses before and it was so true.

      I trudged up the concrete steps to the historic brick building lined with white columns, sighing as I remembered the sorority girls’ words voted hottest professor three years running. My ex hadn’t turned down his younger student’s advance and I’d do well to remember that. Not only had Jason cheated on me with an intern, but my college boyfriend, who was a TA, cheated on me with his student.

      Hot nerdy professor types were so not my thing. I liked confident athletic men who knew how to talk to a woman, not blushing and stumbling over words. I couldn’t compete against women who were younger, prettier, and petite. I’d proven that time and time again—I was a good time—but I was disposable, replaceable. No one chose me in the end.

      I entered the newly remodeled modern meeting room where students sat at long tables facing the front of the room. Glancing at the analog clock hanging on the wall, I realized I was my usual ten minutes late. Sucking in a breath, I vowed to try harder to be on time. Ever since I had been granted probationary admission out of high school to attend Washington College based on my interview and not my test scores I’d worked overtime to prove myself. And I needed this job. I needed to be indispensable in whatever role my boss needed me to fill. I would do it all. Whatever it took.

      “I’m sorry I’m late, guys. I was distracted by that ball game in the quad. Town Ball?” At several nods and smiles I continued, “I think it would be a nice write-up featuring the history department. There’s a story in every moment if you just observe and listen, which is why I’m always late.” I smiled at Professor Weigand who laughed and shook his head. He’d known me since I was a student and had been the advising professor for the paper.

      “Being on the paper is the best way to meet people.” I winked at the girls when they rolled their eyes at me. “It’s the best way to meet men,” glancing toward the few men in the room, “women.” I waited for the chuckles to die down before I continued. “When I attended Washington College, I joined the paper freshman year with the goal of meeting every single person on this campus before I graduated, and I did. Everyone knew who I was, people called my name everywhere I went.” Respect filled their faces now.

      “They still do, Stella,” Professor Weigand said as he leaned against his desk, feet crossed in front of him.

      I smiled. “Push yourself to come up with intriguing stories, interview interesting people. Not the most valuable players, not the most published professors. Do the unexpected. Always take it a step further. Push the boundaries. Defy the rules. Never stop until you have your best story.”

      Seeing a few students attention diverted to the door, I turned my head to see Sawyer listening, his hand braced on the doorway. He smiled and nodded before continuing on his way. I stood a little straighter as I turned my attention back to the students. I couldn’t help but think I’d impressed him. I may not be a professor, but I’d held the student’s attention.

      I worked on the student paper when I attended Washington. I work in the field and I’m more in tune with online journalism than my boss. I had something to offer these students.

      “The incoming editor-in-chief is given the opportunity to intern at the Kent County News during the summer. I did this when I was a senior. It was invaluable experience. I was offered a job after I finished my master’s at St. Mary’s College.” I left out the part where I’d quit my job at the Frederick Post and moved back here after my fiancé cheated on me.

      “This is a great networking opportunity for those of you concerned about jobs after graduation. I’m here for you as a resource and a guide. I’m so excited to be your professional advisor. Let’s get to work.”
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      After my newspaper meeting wrapped up, I headed to Annie’s Wine Bar to meet Ashley, Samantha, and Emma for our regular girls’ night. Even though it was still a little cool for spring, we opted for the open air and shade of the bright yellow umbrellas on the patio.

      “You’re online dating again?” Ashley asked, clapping her hands together. “This will be so much fun!”

      “I am, but this time will be different,” I said. I’d taken a break from dating the last two years but it was time to get back in the game.

      “You mean, you’ll show up for the dates?” Ashley laughed, referring to the fact that I tended to forget appointments, dates, what I was just talking about, pretty much everything. I now had a good working system of writing to-do lists to stick on my computer and my notebook. The less forgetful I was, the more seriously people took me, and the more confident I felt.

      “Yes. I’m taking it seriously.” All of my friends had found significant others in the last year and I was inching toward thirty with no prospects. I’d imposed a hiatus on dating after my last ex cheated on me, but it was time to end it. “Do you know how many dating sites there are now? It’s not just Match.com anymore.”

      “I have no idea. The only one I ever tried was one in college, which catered to students.” Emma nabbed a cheese cube from the charcuterie board in the center of the table next to the pitcher of Sangria.

      “There are sites specific to height, hair color, interests, income, and career. Match.com and eharmony are a few of the only paid services. Maybe those are for people seriously looking for a relationship?” I continued reading through a review of dating sites. The options were overwhelming and I wasn’t sure which one was the right choice. “On Bumble, the girl has to message first and the guys have twenty-four hours to respond. It says it weeds out the weak guys and has more confident men on the site.”

      “Let me see that.” Ashley leaned over my shoulder to read. “It says there’s an abundance of over-confident men on that site. Is that what you’re looking for?”

      “Yes. I love a confident man. So hot,” I said, getting excited. Maybe this could work. Online dating would allow me to weed through guys that weren’t my type or who weren’t ready to settle down, so I wouldn’t waste my time. I just had to avoid the hook-up sites.

      “I don’t know. Maybe that’s why they always cheat on you. You’re dating cocky assholes,” Ashley said.

      This is why I didn’t like to talk about my dating life and probably why I didn’t really have one at all. Everyone had an opinion when you’d been dumped so many times. “Mmm,” I said, not taking my eyes off my phone.

      Samantha snapped her fingers. “That’s it! You need to date the exact opposite of who you normally date.”

      “Yes!” Emma dug through her purse for a legal pad and pen. “Let’s make a list of your exes’ characteristics, so you know what to avoid in the future.”

      “I don’t know, guys.” But maybe they were on to something. At my last session with Dr. Hirsch, she’d said, “Guys who cheat tend to be outgoing, charming; they draw you in, but when you dig deeper, they’re secretive, private, unreliable, and great liars.”

      “I love this idea.” Ashley scooted closer to Emma.

      I watched Emma draw a line down the middle of the paper, writing “exes” on one side and “husband” on the other. “Husband? Really?”

      “Yeah, isn’t that what you’re looking for?” Emma asked.

      “I’d settle for a nice, dependable boyfriend at this point. Who doesn’t stick his dick in the next available female who walks by.”

      “You sound bitter.” Ashley’s pen hovered over the exes column waiting for me to tick off characteristics.

      That’s because I was, but I needed to rein it in. My friends were used to seeing me happy, which was my only acceptable emotion. How many times had I heard, the party can start, Stella’s here! Or, wow Stella, you lift me up just by entering the room. It was flattering but exhausting to be that person for everyone all of the time.

      Raising her brow at me, Emma prompted, “Exes?”

      “Fine—attractive, athletic, outgoing, lots of friends, successful at his job.”

      “And the usual—doesn’t live in his mom’s basement,” Ashley said.

      “And for your future boyfriend?” Emma asked.

      “For your dating profile you should write down all of the characteristics that are the opposite of who you usually go for,” Samantha said.

      Now Samantha sounded like Dr. Hirsch. But could you change who you were attracted to?

      Ashley leaned her elbows on the table to get closer to Emma’s list. “I got this. She needs quiet, studious, smart.” She tapped her chin, thinking. “Not super social. Is she supposed to say not attractive and not successful at his job? That would be the opposite.”

      “No, everyone wants someone who is successful at their job and attractive. Let’s stick to the other characteristics for now,” Samantha said.

      “Then the only other one is nonathletic,” Emma said.

      “Guys, I need a big beefy guy at least. I can’t have a man that is shorter or smaller than me.”

      “You’re not big, Stella,” Emma said.

      “Listen, pipsqueak. You’re five-foot-nothing and I’m five-foot-eight inches with meat on my bones.” I could laugh at that. I wasn’t a weak girl by any means. It hadn’t bothered me until my ex in college had called me a cow and said I needed to lose weight.

      Samantha laughed. “You’re curvy. Besides, I’m tall too.”

      I just gave her a look. She was tall and slender—the opposite of my body type. She’d never need to worry about outweighing her boyfriend. I poured another glass of Sangria. I needed it for this conversation.

      “Men want women with curves,” Ashley said.

      “How did we get into this?” I grabbed the legal pad from Emma, ripping the page with the list off before handing the pad back to her. I waved the paper in the air. “I’ll take care of this. I don’t need a list to tell me what I want in a guy.” Yet, I knew my therapist, Dr. Hirsch, would love this idea. Carefully examine my exes’ traits and determine whether those characteristics made them more likely to cheat. Avoid those guys in the future. It was methodical and so not me. I was more of a fly-by-the-seat kind of gal. I fell hard and fast. But when the inevitable happened, I had a hard time picking myself back up again. Maybe it was time for a different approach.

      “We’re just trying to help,” Emma said.

      I could tell by her tone that my words hurt her so I smiled to soften what I’d said. “You can help by narrowing down the best dating site with me.” I scrolled through the list. “There’s Bumble, Tinder, OkCupid, Coffee Meets Bagel, Clover⁠—”

      “So, are guys the bagels? Are we coffee? I’m so confused,” Emma said.

      “And Clover? I don’t feel like there’d be hot guys on a site called Clover,” Samantha said. “Are you sure that’s not a ladies’ site?”

      “Ohmygod, can you imagine if Stella signed up for the wrong site,” Ashley burst into giggles.

      “That’s totally something she would do,” Emma joined in.

      I bit my lip so I wouldn’t say anything. I had been the class clown in high school and I had a tendency to do silly things, but I was tired of being the butt of everyone’s jokes.

      When the laughter died down, Samantha said, “You’re definitely going to need help.”

      Emma snapped her fingers. “This is a perfect topic for Stella Says.”

      I could interview the students at the college to see which sites they used and which ones they liked. “Good idea. I’ll post the question.” I opened the paper’s social media account and quickly typed in my question.

      “You should ask people for their crazy online dating stories. I bet a ton of people would write in,” Ashley said.

      “I don’t know if I should hear the horror stories before I sign up,” I said.

      “Good point,” Emma said. “This is so exciting. I can’t wait to see if people really send dick pics.”

      “Ugh. I hadn’t even thought about that,” I said. My phone dinged with incoming messages. “Look, people are already responding. Match.com and eharmony are for those looking to marry.”

      “Which is you.” Ashley motioned for me to continue.

      “Chestertown singles is a site for locals who are looking to meet people through group outings.”

      “That might be an option for you,” Emma said.

      “Someone said they’d tried and liked Plenty of Fish and Bumble,” I said.

      “Do you think there will be a lot of local people on there or will you have to expand the area? There’s not an overabundance of single men in Chestertown,” Ashley said.

      “That’s true,” I said. The last time I’d tried online dating had been when I was in grad school. There were almost too many options in Baltimore. “This is going to be harder than I thought. There’s a ton of dating sites, not many men, and do I go with my usual type or the opposite?”

      Samantha leaned forward and slapped the table, causing all of us to jump. “I’ve got it. The perfect guy for you. He’s smart, studious, quiet, not social, and wears sexy glasses.”

      “No.” My response was firm and immediate. I knew where she was going with this— Sawyer.

      “He’s definitely single. He’s athletic, but we can forgive him for that, because those shoulders—” Samantha continued.

      “No, no, and no,” I said, but my mind flashed back to how he looked in his team shirt on the quad. His shoulders were broader than any of his teammates, his biceps bursting from the sleeves.

      “Oh my God, someone tell me who you’re talking about,” Ashley said.

      “Sawyer Hudson,” Samantha said proudly.

      “No.” I felt like a broken record and no one was listening to me.

      “Yes! He’s perfect for you, Stella,” Emma said.

      My eyes met Ashley’s across the table, and hers were filled with sympathy. She was the only one who knew I’d overheard him that night. “He said he would never date me.”

      “That’s right, he did say that.” Samantha shifted in her chair. “But how did you find out? You weren’t there.”

      “I overheard him that night. I left before he saw me.” Awkward silence hung over the table. “We’re completely opposite. I’d drive him nuts.”

      “Yes, but look at Logan and me. We worked out,” Ashley said.

      “That’s different. You’re both smart attorneys, successful in your fields. You’re equals,” I said. But we weren’t. Sawyer was a professor and I had trouble focusing. I couldn’t even process words on a page properly.

      “What are you talking about? You both have higher education—you have a master’s degree and he has a doctorate,” Ashley said.

      “I can’t even sit still long enough to read a book or watch TV. I’m go, go, go all of the time. I love parties, social events. I’m loud.” I was on a roll, Sawyer’s words spurring me on. We literally had nothing in common. “Name one thing we have in common.”

      The table was silent for a minute.

      “He said himself—I’m too much for him. He’s clearly not interested.” I’d never been interested either, not until that day on the quad, and that was just physical.

      “I’ll admit that was a crap thing for him to say,” Ashley said, “but he tried to backtrack as soon as he said it.”

      She’d piqued my interest. Should I have stuck around to hear what he’d said? It didn’t change the fact that on some level what he’d said was true. It wasn’t anything I hadn’t already thought about. Sometimes, my personality was too much for guys. That’s why I went for the overly confident guys.

      “But he is attractive and athletic, which is your type,” Samantha said, continuing to bait me. “And I bet he’s confident in a quiet way, different from your exes.”

      “Uh huh, and the students he teaches.” I remembered the girls in the quad fawning over him. “Guys can’t resist women coming onto them. Jason couldn’t and I bet there’s no way Sawyer could either.”

      “Not everyone is your ex,” Samantha said softly.

      “My last two ex-boyfriends—the only serious boyfriends I’ve ever had, cheated on me. My first college boyfriend was a TA who slept with his student, and my fiancé, Jason, cheated on me with his intern.” Even admitting it out loud was painful. Being cheated on exposed the faults in a person.

      “Then don’t you think it’s time for a change? Give the nerdy guy a try. What could it hurt?” Samantha asked.

      It didn’t escape my notice that it was Samantha pushing hard—the one who was hesitant to give advice. She never wanted to hurt anyone’s feelings and I didn’t know why she was so adamant about this. “He said he wasn’t interested. Plus, he’s Emma’s boyfriend’s younger brother and our friend. If it doesn’t work out it would be uncomfortable.” I didn’t say it, but it would be uncomfortable for me when he inevitably cheated with a student. No one could resist those vibrant co-eds. It was just a matter of time and I wouldn’t be the collateral damage.

      Samantha’s forehead wrinkled. “I agree. What he said was hurtful. It’s up to you if you can get past it. But would you consider someone like him?”

      “I’ll keep an open mind.” I wasn’t sure what to do. My confidence in choosing a trustworthy guy was blown. If the confident guys cheated on me and the quiet guys thought I was too loud and impulsive, was there a guy out there for me?
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      The next day, I wandered Washington College’s one-hundred-twenty-acre historic campus trolling for people to talk to about online dating and relationships. I walked the brick paths searching for small groups taking a break between classes to approach. The campus had a second home appeal for me since it had been a reprieve from my home life when I attended.

      From my research the night before, I discovered the general consensus was that students were too busy for relationships but not too busy to swipe right on Tinder. In fact, one woman said she got a high every time she did it, and couldn’t stop flipping through when she had downtime.

      Then the conversation delved into how she swiped solely for looks, height being the most important. But it raised the question if these sites made people too picky. Whatever happened to meeting someone first, getting to know them, and exploring whether you had chemistry? If you rejected someone based on a number or hair color, how would you ever know if that was the one for you?

      I stood in the center of the quad looking for my next group of students to approach.

      “Hey Stella.” Sawyer came to a stop next to me with a book tucked under his arm, looking handsome in a button-down shirt, tie, and suit pants. Another professor-type stood at his side, shorter, slighter in build, with long wavy brown hair, and blue eyes in a button-down shirt, tweed jacket and jeans. “What are you doing on campus this morning?”

      I smiled. “I’m actually interviewing students for a Kent County News online article. I’m trying to increase our online presence with younger readers.”

      “And what better way to do that than by talking to students?” the man next to Sawyer asked.

      “Exactly,” I said.

      “Stella, this is my colleague, Owen Mason.”

      “Nice to meet you,” he said, offering his hand to me.

      “Nice to meet you too.” I tilted my head, shaking his hand. “Do I know you? I usually know everyone and I can’t place you.”

      “No. I moved here for the job. Professor jobs are tough to come by these days,” Owen said flippantly, but his face was drawn tight.

      I got the distinct impression he didn’t like questions about his past. “Really?” You never knew when a conversation would lead to an interesting story, one people couldn’t help but click on and read.

      “Yeah, it’s super competitive out there these days, but not everyone wants to live in the middle of nowhere,” Owen said, gesturing around the quad.

      My eyes narrowed on him. “Oh, you don’t like it here?” My approval of him lowered at that comment. I was proud and protective of my hometown.

      He eyed the women as they passed us. “But the students are the same everywhere.” Then he winked at me.

      I looked at Sawyer to gauge his reaction to Owen and I was surprised to find his focus steady on me.

      “Let’s just say, if I want to shop at Wal-Mart I don’t want to drive to Delaware to do it,” Owen added.

      “Not everyone likes a small town, I guess.” Sawyer chuckled.

      “So, what have you found out so far? Any good stories?” Owen asked.

      “I find it fascinating that kids don’t date anymore. Weird, right? I always thought college was the time to explore relationships and have fun with the opposite sex.” I chuckled. “Or the same sex, but it’s all swiping these days.”

      “Oh, yeah. It’s so much easier. I don’t have to take the time to get to know someone. I can swipe left if they’re not attractive. Such a time saver,” Owen said.

      Even though this was what I’d discovered during my research, I was still a little stunned by his comment. Dating had really been reduced to swiping on a phone solely based on physical characteristics. “You never read the profile?” This did not bode well for me.

      He laughed. “Tinder doesn’t have much of a profile. It’s a hook-up site. Everyone knows that.” He glanced at his phone. “My next class is in five. Nice meeting you, Stella. Later, Sawyer.”

      I watched him walk away. “That guy’s a total douche, huh?”

      “If you mean he talks about dating like it’s a sport, then yes.”

      “No kidding?”

      Sawyer shifted on his feet and gestured with his hand. “It’s so easy for him—the whole meeting and talking to women thing. Of course, he probably deals with a lot more flirting from his students.”

      “I thought that was a cliché—students coming on to professors for better grades.” My laugh sounded hollow even to my own ears.

      “Unfortunately not. It doesn’t happen to me often but then I’m not Owen. If it happens, I pretend to misunderstand and keep the conversation to class-related questions. Student evaluations are a big part of the tenure process, so there’s a fine line between avoiding advances and keeping the students happy.”

      Jason hadn’t worried about crossing any professional lines when he’d cheated on me with his intern. The fact that Sawyer had encountered this issue before and seemingly handled it appropriately impressed me. “So you have to let them down easy or pretend you don’t understand that they’re actually flirting with you?” He couldn’t even be clear that he wasn’t interested because he had to worry the student would submit a negative evaluation. Suddenly very uncomfortable, I wanted to change the subject, so I grabbed onto the other thing he’d said which intrigued me. “You have trouble talking to women?” As much as I personally preferred confident outgoing men, it was sweet Sawyer was shy.

      He shifted on his feet and looked away from me. “A little.”

      “I could totally help you!” If I hooked Sawyer up with a nice quiet intellectual type then my friends would see he wasn’t the type for me.

      He shook his head. “Oh no. I don’t need any help,” he held up his hands, “and I don’t need a dating app.”

      “You don’t have to use a dating app. I can help you talk to women in person. I was thinking of trying the online dating thing myself.”

      His brow raised. “You think that’s safe?”

      I got the impression Sawyer was against the idea of online dating period, regardless of its safety, so I couldn’t resist teasing him. “It’s perfectly safe to swipe on my living room couch.”

      “That’s true. But I meant seeing someone you met online in person for the first time.”

      “I know the dangers.” People tended to think I was impulsive and reckless but I’d seen the articles about safety in online dating.

      “Be careful, Stella.”

      “I will.” Something about Sawyer’s words filled me with warmth. It figured I’d notice him only after he had made those comments about me. I couldn’t forget I was too much for him—too loud, too opinionated, too everything. I didn’t fit into a neat box, that was for sure. “You should try it. If you’re talking to women online first, maybe it would be an ice breaker for you?”

      “It’s an idea, but I’m not pressed to date right now. I’m focused on getting tenure.”

      “Is that difficult?” I had no idea what that entailed.

      “I have to submit evidence of my work and service this year to apply. The executive committee will evaluate my involvement with committees on campus, service work in the community, research, student evaluations, presentations, and manuscripts. Once the executive committee approves me then it goes to the history department chair, dean’s office, the provost, and then the president. If one person at any level says no then tenure is denied. I can be asked to leave at that point.”

      “Wow. You’d have to leave Chestertown.” Some things were a constant here and Sawyer’s family was one of them. When his parents gave up farming to retire to Florida it was a shock to everyone.

      “Since this is the year I apply for tenure I can’t afford to do anything to screw it up. The process is very political. I can’t be seen as an activist or make any comments that reflect badly on the college.” He pointed toward the student center. “Mind if we walk? I’m on my way to grab a coffee.”

      “Sure.” The only thing on my schedule today was interviewing college students and dictating my notes and a few articles. My sudden attraction to him had me wanting to learn more about him. “Why do you say you can’t be seen as an activist? I thought colleges were more open than that.” Weren’t students encouraged to speak their mind?

      “A colleague works at the University of Baltimore and mentioned at a meeting how the city students would feel uncomfortable if the police department used one of the university’s buildings for trainings. Her concern for the students was seen as political and placed her tenure in jeopardy.”

      Would my job cause issues for him then? Would it be okay for him to be seen with a reporter—one who was trolling the campus for news stories? Even if my stories were tame, would the tenure committee see it that way?

      He held the door for me as we walked into the center, which was bustling with chatting students rushing to class or lounging in the overstuffed chairs in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the quad. Sawyer placed his hand on the small of my back, allowing me to walk slightly in front of him, preventing me from being jostled by the passing students. Normally, I’d find that gesture too familiar unless I was at a fancy restaurant with a date, but with Sawyer it felt protective and nice.

      At the Shoreman Coffee kiosk, Sawyer stood directly behind me in the long line, a book tucked under his arm, and his legs spread more than shoulder-width apart, protecting me from the students joking and jostling around next to us, waiting for their orders, and the people trying to cross the line to make it through the student center. No one breached the space between us. I was so engrossed in Sawyer’s presence, the warmth of his body as he stood so close, and his unique smell, leather and soap, that I almost missed it when he spoke.

      “I haven’t done anything as interesting as Owen, who published a book on supernatural romance in film.”

      The line finally moved forward a step as I turned my head to ask, “That’s what he wrote about?”

      He looked down at me with an amused expression on his face. “What? Did you think we only write about boring stuffy topics?”

      “Well, yeah.” I gestured at his outfit—neatly knotted necktie, wrinkle-free white button shirt, creased tan dress slacks, dress shoes, and those sexy glasses. “You’re a professor.”

      Sawyer chuckled. “He’s not going to get tenure with that gem, but he loves to tell women about it.”

      I raised my brow at Sawyer in disbelief. “He uses it to pick up women?” Without waiting for an answer, I continued thoughtfully, “I could see that working. It makes him relatable.”

      “I’ve seen him talk to enough women to know they eat it up.”

      Sawyer’s gaze was fixed on the barista taking orders when he said this, but he’d seemed irritated earlier on the quad when Owen flippantly talked about women.

      A young woman approached us wearing a T-shirt and shorts. “I heard you’re doing an article on online dating for the paper?”

      “That’s right. It will be posted online,” I said, noting the way she shot curious looks at Sawyer. He didn’t seem to notice.

      She pointed at her group of friends lounging outside the student center. “My friend had the craziest experience last week. Would you like to talk to her?”

      I looked at Sawyer, reluctant to leave him when we’d been in the middle of a conversation, but I was on campus to explore online dating stories.

      He nodded his head toward the woman. “Go ahead. I’ll bring your coffee to you. What did you want?”

      “A large coffee with one creamer would be nice.” I reached into my purse to pull out a few dollar bills, but his hand on my wrist stopped me, sending a tingle up my arm.

      “I’ll get it.” His gaze was fixed on mine as his hand held my wrist.

      “Thanks, Sawyer.”

      “No problem.” He released my wrist.

      I followed the woman to her friends gathered in chairs placed around a table, laughing, and talking animatedly.

      “I’m Fiona by the way,” she said as we walked.

      “Stella Lewis. I work for the Kent County News and write the⁠—”

      “Stella Says column! We love it!”

      Pride filled me that someone adored my column. “That’s awesome! I’m so glad you’re enjoying it.” My goal was to make the online portion of the paper something that students and younger residents in the area checked first thing in the morning or at least right after they checked their social media.

      “And now we have a story for you.” Fiona stopped and gestured at a young woman with dark hair with one streak of dark purple, wearing cut-off jean shorts, red Converse, and a white tank top, perched on the arm of a chair. “This is Sally, she signed up for Tinder. Go ahead, Sally. This is Stella from the Stella Says column.”

      Sally held her hand up. “So, let me preface by saying this guy seemed totally normal. We talked for a few weeks. He said he was a December graduate from Salisbury and was looking for a job.”

      I dutifully wrote notes as thoughts of Sawyer filled my head. If he wasn’t my type, why did I care what he thought of me? Why had I noticed his touch and his smell? Shaking my head, I tried to focus on Sally.

      “Then he took me to the tractor pull, which should have been my first sign that this wasn’t going to work out.” She paused while the others laughed. “He got a phone call and needed to leave in a hurry. It was late so I didn’t think anything of it. Then on the way back to school, he admitted there was a warrant out for his arrest and a cop was on his way to arrest him.” The others shook their heads, having already heard the story. “I was like, ‘take me home ASAP.’ I blocked him from the app as soon as I got home.”

      “Background check next time, Sally,” said the young man wearing a fraternity shirt seated in the chair she was perched on. “Check the Maryland Judiciary site for criminal charges.”

      “Good idea. Totally should have done that,” Sally agreed. “But I’m telling you, this guy seemed totally normal.”

      Sally’s story raised an interesting question. “Do these online dating sites do background checks?” The sites I checked out hadn’t.

      “No, I’ve never been checked on any of these sites and I’m on a lot,” another guy offered proudly from his seat on the couch directly across from me.

      “What do you do to make sure you’re safe on these dates, Sally?” I was asking for the story but also for myself. Clearly, there were still creeps trolling these sites and I’d need to be careful just like Sawyer cautioned.

      “Yeah, Sally what are you doing to protect yourself?” the man seated next to her asked.

      She smacked his chest with the back of her hand. “Lay off, Ben. I had no idea this guy was a criminal, okay?” Turning her attention to me, she continued, “I took a picture of his license plate and sent it to Fiona, and I definitely stalked him online first. I didn’t know about this court site I could have checked.”

      “I’ll clear these guys for you in the future,” Ben said.

      “Okay, Ben,” Sally said, crossing her arms over her chest.

      Watching the interplay between Sally and Ben, I’d have guessed he was jealous and she had no clue. How did she not see what was right in front of her? Although, I’d only recently realized that Sawyer was attractive and I’d known him all my life. What made a person notice someone? Was it purely perfect timing or something else?

      “It’s good you took precautions,” I said.

      A hand touched my shoulder, causing me to look up, as Sawyer said softly, “Hey, didn’t want to interrupt but here’s your coffee.”

      “Thanks.” I took the cup from him, the pride I felt when Fiona said she loved my column dissipating. Sawyer would think this story was trivial, but I took pride in my job. My boss trusted me to handle the online portion of the paper and he’d given me the advisor role at the college paper.

      “I have a class starting in a few minutes, so I’ll catch up with you later.” He nodded at Sally and the group, who’d stopped talking when he’d approached, and then he walked toward the door.

      I watched him walk away noticing how nicely his ass filled out his dress pants. He was attractive in his suits and on the field.

      “Do you have time for more stories?” Another woman asked me, leaning forward in her seat, excitement showing in her eyes.

      “Of course.”

      I stayed for another thirty minutes listening to everyone talk and laugh about their experiences until it was time for their next classes. Their stories were entertaining but I wasn’t sure how I could use them. Some were too graphic and I didn’t think my boss would appreciate me commenting on the amount of dick pics women received on these sites.

      My angle was the hook-up culture on campus and how kids didn’t want relationships anymore. Or did women want relationships but men didn’t? I could add a few lines on safety in online dating: have a safe person you told who you were going with, only meet them in public, never give your address and personal information out unless you were sure the guy was normal. My boss was usually more interested in the salaciousness of a story than safety precautions.

      But how did you ever really know if these guys were normal? Or just looking for a hook-up? I wanted to settle down, get married, and have kids. I was sure it would turn off a man to tell him that on the first date, so how did you get that information so you didn’t waste time on a guy who didn’t want to commit?

      I loved kids and I wasn’t getting any younger. I needed to get back in the dating game.
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