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			Synopsis


			It’s four innings into an Orioles victory when Emma meets Mabel. Their flirty first encounter kicks off the sweetest of summers. One of Blue Ridge Mountain hiking, river floating, and steamy, coffee-fueled mornings. But as the summer closes, Mabel’s insecurities about her same-sex attraction emerge. She heads back to college. Without Emma.


			 


			Over the next four years, Emma juggles temporary loves, a big move, and new jobs, all while trying to shove down an imagined fairytale outcome with Mabel. Despite distance, Mabel keeps finding her way back into Emma’s life, forcing Emma to consider whether it’s some grand design bringing the two of them back together.
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MAY


			

Tuesday, May 27


			Massive screens flood Washington Boulevard and every penny-pinching twenty-something is sipping two-dollar Bohs.


			“Lou!” I shout over the masses, pointing to the heavy rain clouds overhead. “Let’s head in!”


			A flood of tipsy onlookers take the cue and maneuver their way into Pickle’s Pub: a neon-green Baltimore staple, just across the street from Camden Yards Stadium.


			Lou, short for Louanne, is already lining up tequila shots with the bartender’s eager assistance by the time I shove my way over to her. “Louie, really?” I nudge. “I thought you were driving us home tonight?”


			Home is Shepherdstown, West Virginia. A solid hour, plus, from Baltimore.


			“Relax, Emmy!” Lou nods toward the bartender. “My good friend, Pete, here has bought us a round.”


			She has definitely never met Bartender Pete before, and the way that she is avoiding eye contact tells me that she knows I know that.


			Lou and I play on the Shepherd University women’s basketball team. We are both majoring in Recreation and Leisure Studies, and we share an apartment. This simply means that we spend entirely too much of our time together.


			“Emma, meet my friends.” Lou steps back from the bar, flinging her perfect auburn hair over her shoulder. “This is Mabel and her boyfriend, Jack.”


			I instantly recognize Mabel’s name. Lou and Mabel had worked together at River Rat’s Rafting as river guides last summer. Just recently, Lou shared how bummed she was that Mabel, her “favorite work friend,” wasn’t coming back for a second season.


			I offer Mabel and Jack a polite smile before redirecting my concerned glare toward Lou. A glare that Lou, once again, hastily diverts by passing the tequila shots around.


			“Mabel and Jack, this is my high-strung roommate, Emma.” Lou puckers up and gulps down the tequila. No salt, no lime. I follow suit, as do Mabel and Jack.


			The sting of the liquor hardly settles before Lou turns to whisper, “We’ll stay at my friend Matty’s tonight. He lives just down the street, in Fed.”


			The mile walk from the stadium to the Federal Hill neighborhood isn’t my concern. My concern is that I’ve been friends with Lou for three years and have never, ever heard of this “Matty” guy before.


			“Won’t Max wonder where you are?” I quiz.


			Max and Lou have been dating for about eight months. It’s still early, but it feels seasoned. She loves him, glows when he’s around her.


			“Matty is his friend! Max is the one that suggested we stay with him.”


			I roll my eyes in annoyance with the predictable situation.


			“It’s right down the street, Em. Please,” she begs.


			Realizing I’m not going to consent willingly, she hurries off to another rowdy group of orange and black. Jack disappears in the same breath, stumbling toward the bathroom, leaving Mabel and I to force a friendship at the bar.


			“You’re not surprised, are you?” Mabel asks, referring to my apparent disappointment in Lou.


			“Not the slightest,” I mutter, waving Bartender Pete back over. Clearly, during Mabel’s one summer working with Lou, she picked up on the three most important factors to consider when venturing out on a drinking escapade with Louie:




				She is the queen of all social bees.


				She cannot say no to a good time.


				She is an incredibly unreliable designated driver.





			“What are you drinking, Mabel?”


			“Natty Boh.”


			“Two of those please.”


			Bartender Pete slides two icy cans down the chipped wooden bar, and Mabel and I cheers before swigging back the first gulp.


			“I’ve heard a lot about you, Emma.”


			The pureness in Mabel’s voice shifts my entire body toward her.


			“Lou’s a big fan of yours,” Mabel continues.


			Her long, thick maple hair is braided loosely over her right shoulder. She has a faded orange bandana tied lightly around her neck, which highlights her piercing seaweed eyes and emphasizes the dark freckles painted across her cheeks and her nose, and even the lobes of her ears. She is quite the beauty.


			“Lou’s obsession with me is a bit odd, huh?” I grin, hoping my witty response will overshadow my delayed response. I take a large gulp before changing subjects. “Where do you live, Mabel?”


			“With my parents, in Frederick—just for the summer. I go to school down in Wilmington, North Carolina, at UNCW.”


			I know Frederick fairly well. It’s not too far from Shepherdstown, forty-five minutes at most, just over the Maryland border. I’m not as familiar with Wilmington, but I know enough about its neighboring coastal cities to keep the conversation flowing.


			“Wilmington is a cool place,” I tell her. “I’ve been a few times for lunch. Right there along the waterfront.”


			“Yes.” Her face lights up. “I love that part of town. So many great restaurants. What brought you there?”


			“My grandparents lived in Southport for years,” I tell her. “So we’d make our way to Wilmington every now and then to switch it up.”


			Southport is a quaint coastal town about thirty-five minutes south of Wilmington. Red brick sidewalks. Live oak trees dripping in Spanish moss. Every porch dressed in red, white, and blue. It’s a popular filming destination for television and movies, but outside of Hollywood, its charm attracts retirees and red-nosed, rubber-boot fisherman.


			“No way!” Mabel’s face ignites again. “I love that little town. When my brother comes down to visit, we go fishing off the Southport Fishing Pier.” Her smile is warm, her lips lush and captivating. “I’m actually contemplating moving there next summer after school ends.”


			“To prolong the inevitable?” I chuckle.


			“Basically. My friends own a fish shack on the Intracoastal there, so I figure I can work a little and fish a little and read a dumb romance novel or two while I figure out the next move.”


			“Ah, cheesy romance novels. My favorite.”


			She winks. “Who doesn’t enjoy a good love story?”


			* * *


			The Orioles beat the Yankees ten to nine in extra innings. My boozy victory toast with Mabel is interrupted by Jack, whom I forgot even existed.


			“Let’s go, babe,” he slurs, flinging his chiseled arm around Mabel’s neck. Her petite but sturdy frame is accentuated next to Jack’s bulky build. His pigeon-toed posture and heavy, bloodshot eyes confirm that it is, indeed, time for him to leave.


			“Okay then,” Mabel agrees in good spirit. She wraps one arm around Jack’s waist to help balance him, and with her free hand, she gently brushes my arm, grazing my fingertips before pulling away. Her touch sends an unexpected shiver up my spine. We lock eyes, just a breath longer. Does she feel what I feel? I shake the thought with a blink and a smile. “It was so nice finally meeting you, Emma.” And off she goes, arm in arm with her staggering partner.


			* * *


			It’s nearly two in the morning by the time Lou and I fall victim to mysterious Matty’s hand-me-down jean couch, a likely stolen-slash-prized possession from his fraternity years.


			“How many people do you think have had sex on this couch, Emma?” Lou wonders aloud.


			“We’ll wake up itching and you’re to blame.”


			“Yes,” Lou admits. “I am to blame.”


			I actually don’t mind the couch much at all; I’m too preoccupied with thoughts of Mabel. There is something about her effortless charm that’s possessing my tipsy thoughts. Is she thinking about me too?


			“How long has Mabel been with Jack?” I ask.


			“Couple of years, I think,” Lou mumbles, nearly asleep. “Max doesn’t think she loves him. I think she’s been dragging it out a little long as well. I also think Jack’s kind of a dick. A varsity one-upper.”


			“Really?” I ask, not expecting such a harsh response from Lou.


			“Who knows, maybe they’re meant to be, and we’ll have to pretend I never said any of this,” Lou drones with her eyes closed. “I just hope they’re not.”


			I smile at her drunken declaration, secretly hoping for the same, before dozing off beside her.













Journal: Wednesday, May 28, 2008


			I’ve met a girl with seaweed eyes. She’s swimming through me.


			










JUNE


			Sunday, June 1


			“What time do you get off work?” Lou says on the phone.


			“I’m done,” I huff, speed walking. “On my way home now. I’m basically ready, though.”


			“Of course, you are.” Click.


			Mine and Lou’s two-bedroom apartment is on the east end of downtown Shepherdstown, walking distance to Betty’s Diner, an old Civil War hospital turned bar, and my new summer job at the Sweet Shoppe.


			It’s only been a few weeks, but I’m loving the new gig. The West German Street bakery is known for its decadent chocolates, freshly baked breads, and most notably, its paranormal presence. I haven’t yet experienced any fantastical being, but I sure enjoy sharing the hand-me-down tales with the patrons and, of course, drinking way too much breakfast blend.


			“Let’s go!” I excitedly shove open the creaky front door to our apartment.


			When Lou and I moved in last May, we scrubbed the thin-planked wood floors and dressed up the off-white (probably lead) painted walls with yellow string-light bulbs. We lit lemon soy candles and stocked our kitchen with farmers’ market greens and the cheapest of beers. By our third afternoon nap on our Craigslist couch, we felt right at home. Sure, the doors could use a little WD-40, but the whole building, much like our lives, is a constant work in progress.


			I hustle back to my bathroom, run a brush through my shoulder-length dark hair, slip on a clean V-neck T-shirt, and tuck it into the same high-waisted jeans I wore to work today. And yesterday.


			“I love the look, Emma,” Lou sarcastically digs, as she so often does about my style.


			My “look” for Cool Night is exactly as it is for work, and for school, and for most other occasions. I like to think I’m simple and stylish, but Lou has coined my attire as “Lesbianish.”


			Lou’s clothing preference doesn’t vary much from mine. The difference, of course, is that she’s a bit spunkier, often spinning thick windy curls into her lush auburn hair, and God forbid she leaves the house without poppy-red lipstick or some subtle glossy finish.


			“Well, you’d be a six-pack in already if you hadn’t spent the last hour primping for a bonfire.”


			Lou chuckles. “We can’t all be breathtaking lesbians like you. I’ll be ready in five.”


			The newly organized Sunday evening bonfire had only begun three weeks earlier, at the end of the school year. Max had come over to kick off the summer with Lou and me. Somehow, two Natty Bohs and a tree-hugger conversation about hiking the C&O Canal inspired us to build a bonfire. We stole a shovel and a pile of mossy stones from a remote graveyard on the outskirts of town. Within the hour we were lighting up a teepee of logs, texting everyone we knew to come join us, and deeming Sunday night, for the rest of the summer, Cool Night.


			Lou takes the credit for officially titling the Sunday evening event. On the night we built that first bonfire, Lou was wearing a backward camo baseball cap, which she claimed made her look cool, hence, Cool Night.


			Brilliant.


			Shepherdstown needed a Cool Night. The town yawns through the summer. It’s home to roughly forty-five hundred students when classes are in session, but when the university closes, the population tails off to less than half of that. It’s mostly boutique shop owners, the River Rats (Lou and all her buddies that work as rafting guides on the Potomac River), aged professors, and, of course, a few athletes like me and Lou that stick around to utilize the campus amenities.


			I personally think the quaint town is best when boring. It doesn’t hurt that our rent drops to a summer special of four hundred dollars per person a month, and with another thirty a week we can eat and drink our way through every happy hour in town.


			“I can’t believe the cops haven’t shut this down yet,” Lou says as we stroll up to the abandoned parking lot. There is already a group of River Rats stacking up the wood logs. “I mean, aren’t we loitering, or breaking and entering, or too noisy?”


			I can’t believe it either. It seems every party we attend during the school year gets shut down sometime between midnight and two a.m. I suppose there isn’t much else for cops to do in a small college town. Other than address the frequent paranormal claims.


			“Maybe the cops are taking the summer off,” I say. “Or maybe they know we’ve constructed this pit with stolen graveyard goods, so they’re leaving the cuffs to karma.”


			“The latter,” Lou confirms. “Definitely the latter.”


			* * *


			The evening is teetering right around eighty degrees. Not a cloud in the entire West Virginia sky. Max set up his speakers, and he and Lou are playing a competitive game of one-on-one cornhole to Pandora’s Top Country playlist.


			“Hey, Emma.”


			I look over my shoulder and butterflies instantly erupt within me. “I didn’t know you were coming, Mabel! Jack here too?” I feel my face redden, flustered by her presence. Hoping I didn’t sound too overly elated to see her.


			“Not tonight.” She shrugs off the question, bracing for Lou’s attack.


			“So happy you’re here!” Lou exclaims, slamming into Mabel and squeezing her much too tightly. “She’s staying with us tonight, Emma. Drink up, ladies!”


			We all cheers, but before I can muster up a conversation with Mabel, Lou drags her into a circle of River Rats. Mabel and her old work buddies spend the entire evening hysterical over stories from their Harpers Ferry summer. And I spend the entire evening wishing Mabel would excuse herself from the group long enough for me to approach her.


			* * *


			“Can I join you?” Mabel asks, already sliding into the neighboring folding chair. Much of the crowd dispersed with the midnight hour.


			Finally. I smile warmly, welcoming her company. “So, what do you think of Cool Night?”


			“So cool,” she says, giggling. “I haven’t seen a lot of those guys since last summer. It was fun catching up with them. How about you? Are you having fun?”


			Her face is soft against the fire’s light, her gaze sturdy on mine. She doesn’t flinch, doesn’t even blink when we make eye contact. There is an intimacy in her stare that I’m not certain I’m misconstruing.


			“Where is Jack?” I probe, disregarding her follow-up question.


			Mabel shifts her eyes from me to the fire and reaches for her nearly empty bottle of Bud Light Lime. “We aren’t together.”


			Instinctively, I reply, “I’m so sorry.”


			Lou conveniently interjects into the odd moment. “I’m gonna go back to Max’s tonight. Mabel, you can have my room.”


			“Thanks, Louie.” Mabel nods.


			“You girls can handle putting out the fire?”


			“We got it,” I assure Lou.


			The crackling wood and whispers from the towering trees overhead play softly as Lou and Max, hand in hand, dash farther and farther down the street.


			It’s just Mabel and me now.


			“Are you seeing anyone, Emma?” Mabel asks.


			I think of my extended fling with Alli, whom I’d met at a free yoga class in the fall at Morgan Grove Park, but Alli only calls me when she is drunk, and I only respond to Alli when I’m drinking. Lou thinks Alli is a user. I think Alli is just lonely, and sometimes I’m lonely too.


			“No.”


			Hour after hour, Mabel and I carry on about thrift store finds, favorite grocery stores, our go-to nail polish colors, how we’d like to hike Machu Picchu. All while tossing empty beer bottle after empty beer bottle into the pop-up green trash can beside the firepit.


			I peek down at my watch, squinting to make out the numbers in the darkness. “My gosh, Mabel, it’s nearly five a.m.” Though the last embers are hardly breathing, I pour the rest of my water bottle over the pit for good measure.


			“I can’t remember the last time I pulled an all-nighter,” she ponders aloud.


			“I’m not sure I ever have.” I laugh, reaching for her hand to lift her from her chair. She reaches back instantly, tightly securing her hand in mine, and once again I don’t expect my body to react, but it warms on contact.


			“We can get the chairs in the morning,” I tell her as I lead us toward the streetlights to guide our short walk back to my apartment. When we hit the sidewalk, I loosen my grip in an attempt to release my hand from hers, but she holds on firmly, so I do the same.


			“Do you believe in ghosts?” I ask, trying not to think too much into our drunken hand-holding.


			“Sure,” she replies.


			“Well, the locals say there’s a ghost, a little girl, five or six years old maybe.” Mabel squeezes my hand tighter. I squeeze back. “She passed away during the Civil War. Pneumonia. Anyway, it wasn’t unusual at the time to see injured soldiers hobbling in and out of town in search of the hospital. One evening, while still healthy, the little girl told her parents, ‘It’s so dark outside, how are the soldiers going to find help?’ She was likely just scared of the dark, so her parents laughed it off. But after the little girl passed, her parents put gas lanterns up through the entire town in her memory. Now, the lanterns are long gone, of course, but they say that when these streetlights flicker, that’s the little girl still guiding people to their destinations.”


			I stop, just in front of my apartment steps, to face Mabel’s reaction to the story. She smiles at me and, without a single word, grabs my other hand. My heart beats rapidly against my chest. I’m so taken aback by her forwardness, by her beauty, by the fact that she had a boyfriend five days ago and now she is holding both of my hands in both of hers.


			She gently intertwines all ten of her fingers with mine. Neither of us move. I can hardly breathe.


			“I liked the story, Emma.” Mabel looks up from our tangled fingers, our height nearly identical, our noses so close, our eyes locked.


			She releases her right hand from mine and places it gently on my cheek, brushing her fingers down my temple and wrapping them just slightly around my neck, up the back of my ear. My pulse slows, warmth floods my insides.


			I don’t know if it’s fate, or the ghost girl, or God-sent, or a combination of all three, but the streetlight above flickers and we immediately press our foreheads together in laughter. Our hesitations disperse instantly, and our bodies compel into one another.


			Mabel gently shifts her head, pressing her cheek against mine. Her skin, so smooth, smells of honeysuckle and charcoal. She grazes her lips softly, slowly down my jawline until our lips meet. A single kiss, and then another, and another.


			“I’ve wanted to kiss you since the baseball game, Emma.”


			I tug her shirt, and up the concrete steps we go to my second-floor apartment, straight back to my bedroom.


			I press my body against hers, shoving a faint breath from her chest as we thump against my canary-yellow bedroom door.


			“You’ve been with women before.” I know, giving my lips to her naked neck and my fingers to the buttons of her holey jeans.


			“Years ago.”


			I step back, inhaling soberness, still trying to grasp how we got to this moment. Mabel slips off her shirt, then her bra, tossing both atop my gaudy gold floor-length mirror. She steps out of her unbuckled jeans and moves toward me.


			The salty June sun waves in through the thin plastic blinds and rivers along the insides of her thighs. I pull her into me, grazing my lips down her neck, over her nipples. Her hands crawl up my stomach, lifting my shirt. She urges me toward the bed, our bare bodies pressed against one another, before she drops to her knees. I cape my fingers around her neck, gently pulling her lips into me, while she shimmies what is left of my clothing to the floor.


			My legs tremble. She kisses them, me, every part of me. I hold her tighter, closer, harder, harder, until my tense grip releases, and she crawls onto the bed beside me.


			I want her badly, and I know it won’t take long. Her body arches toward me as I lightly stroke the inside of her thighs.


			“I want you inside me,” she whispers.


			I listen, swallowing a moan. She breathes heavily as I slide in and out. Heavier. In and out. Until she slams her thighs shut, squeezing my hand between them with a sultry moan.


			Exhaling deeply, she curls her body into mine, laying her head on my shoulder as if I were made for her.


			“Mabel,” I ask. “What’s your full name?”


			“Mabel Ann Pickett. What’s yours?”


			“Emma June Sloane.”


			“You are beautiful, Emma June.”


			I brush a stray curl from her face. “You are beautiful, Mabel Ann.”


			










Monday, June 2


			Lou pounces through my bedroom door. “Wake up, Emmy!”


			Mabel and I have slept for an hour, at most.


			“Shit,” Mabel mumbles, digging her face into my pillow.


			“Shit!” Lou repeats, ten octaves higher. “You guys are naked.”


			Lou hops onto my queen-sized bed, sandwiching me between her and Mabel. Unfazed by our nudity, Lou rants, “I had no idea you were into girls, Mabel. I mean Emma is so obvious with her V-necks and those predictable Converse tennis shoes, but you, you are not so obvious.”


			I find Lou’s rambling hilarious, but Mabel still hasn’t lifted her head from my armpit, so I bite my tongue and interrupt Lou. “Don’t you have work?”


			Lou hops right up. “Yes I do.” She skips out of the room shouting, “I can’t wait to go on double dates with you guys.”


			Mabel lifts her head, rubbing the tired from her eyes. “That went well.”


			“Better than some coming-out stories.” I smile, rolling out from under the linen duvet. “Do you drink coffee?” I ask while slipping on a baggy white T-shirt and an oversized pair of gray sweatpants.


			“Yes.”


			Thank God. Coffee and beer are nonnegotiables for me. There’s no logical reason behind that thinking other than I like coffee and I like beer and I want to share these little joys with whomever I wake up naked next to.


			“Cream?”


			She doesn’t hesitate. “Black.”


			Bold. Even better.


			I toss her a gray “Shepherd Women’s Basketball” T-shirt, one of dozens, and a pair of navy mesh basketball shorts before heading to the kitchen.


			“You slept with her,” Lou says, popping her head up from the open fridge.


			“Lou!” I say, shushing her with my finger. “I thought you left.”


			“I didn’t and I want to know how that,” she says, nodding toward the bedroom, “happened.”


			“I’m not sure.” My cheeks redden. I have no idea how it happened, but I’m pretty giddy about it and Louie can tell.


			“Awe, Emmy,” she whispers, shutting the fridge. “You are welcome for the introduction.”


			I lift Lou’s mud-stained blue Patagonia bag from the floor and shove it into her arms. “Thank you,” I murmur, urging her toward the front door.


			* * *


			“Here you go,” I say, handing Mabel a stolen Betty’s Diner mug filled to the brim. “It’s a hazelnut blend. Hope you like it.” Her hair is in the same braid from last night, except a bit more frazzled. Her skin glows of summer.


			“Perfect.” She smiles, cradling the warm mug in her two hands. I crawl back into bed beside her, our backs against the flattened pillows, the pillows against the cold vinyl wallpaper.


			I look around the room, noticing, for the first time, that there isn’t much to distract us. I have a bulky television that sits atop a hand-me-down wooden desk, the same desk that my mother used as a child. A large pinned-up map of the Appalachian Trail hangs on an otherwise empty wall just left of the door, and a thirsty pothos vine curls over the windowsill.


			“So, you’ve been with women before?” I ask, hoping I’m not crossing any lines.


			Her lips curl into a half-moon smile, shifting her left eye into a squinty rainbow as she remembers spilling this bit of information during our tango.


			“One woman,” she clarifies.


			“Only one? Will you tell me about her?”


			“I was sixteen. So was she. We were friends. Great friends. Things just escalated.”


			“That’s it?” I probe.


			She laughs and continues, “Well, we’d stay up all night. Like most teenagers do, you know. Some nights we’d steal a shot or two of her dad’s liquor; just enough to justify our attraction.” She smiles at the vivid recollection. “The first time we kissed was in her ninety-one Honda Civic. That car was such a piece of shit. We had snuck out and we were driving around, further than normal, taking windy roads, looking for quiet. She stopped the car when she found an empty cove by a cornfield and she kissed me, like she had been planning the moment for months.” Mabel snaps out of her memory. “And that’s really how it started.”


			“Romantic.” I smirk, oddly jealous of her intimate memories with someone I would never know.


			“It kind of was.”


			“Then what happened?”


			“Gosh.” She exhales. “I’ve wished it away enough that I can hardly remember.” She takes a deep breath, her hands still cupped around her coffee mug. “She had written me something mushy, a love note, in school one day. This girl, Stephanie Ratcliff, found it. What a bully. It must have fallen out of my locker or my backpack. Who knows, but Stephanie outed us to the entire school.” Mabel shrugs her shoulders. “It was this…this whole thing. The principal called my parents and her parents. Ugh. It was awful. That was it for me. I could not be with a girl.”


			“Do you talk to her still?” I ask. “Your friend?”


			“No. Not at all. We spoke a few times after it all went down, but my parents kept asking me about her and I just wasn’t ready to handle all of it. So, I denied it, endlessly, and I shut her out of my life. Pretended like nothing ever happened.” Her cheeks are flushed, still embarrassed maybe, after all this time. “It’s pathetic, I know.”


			“It’s not pathetic,” I say, finding it difficult to muster up a more comforting response.


			“I assume that your coming-out story was a little less dramatic,” she says, taking a sip of coffee.


			“It was definitely…different.” I nod.


			“Go ahead, spill.”


			“Well, this is a lot for our first coffee date,” I say. “But since we’ve already been naked together, I’ll share.”


			Mabel nods her head in a way that insinuates it was absolutely time for me to share something extremely personal because, why not?


			“My mom actually passed away from breast cancer when I was eleven and she left me a letter to open on my eighteenth birthday.” I reach into my nightstand and pull out a neatly folded piece of paper. “It’s…it’s right here,” I stutter as I carefully unfold it.


			Though I’ve nearly memorized it, I read one of the paragraphs verbatim:


			“Marry someone who is kind and will light the Shabbat candles with you on Friday nights. If you don’t want to marry, don’t. If you don’t want to light the candles, don’t. Just be happy. Choose happiness, above all else, always. Drink beer. Not too much. Watch baseball. Grow sunflowers. Be in love. Love rules. And life is good. Life is real, real good. Remember that, will ya? You, Emma June, are gonna be great. PS. Light the candles.”


			I notice Mabel’s eyes are misting as I fold up the letter. “She didn’t specify ‘man’ in her letter when referring to marriage, and that was really all the approval I needed to come out to my dad. But before I could even spit it out to him, he pulled me in for a hug and told me that he had read more than one of my love notes.” I chuckle aloud at the memory. “I was so embarrassed.”


			“Both of your parents sound wonderful,” Mabel says, her eyes locked on mine.


			“Yes. She was. He is.”
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