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We spend the entirety of our lives collecting baggage, lugging it around in hopes of finding the soulmates along the way who will stop and unpack it with us. This story is for the ones who stay to help with the heavy lifting.

To the reader: It’s time to unpack.

To my wife: I’m so happy our souls found each other in this lifetime.

*Content warning: this book contains themes of grief, addiction, and death of a character off screen.
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PROLOGUE
JAMIE


APRIL

Jamie Lyons had a bad feeling. It had set up camp in her chest and hadn’t gone away in weeks. Most days, she barely noticed it. It was just there, like the low sound of a foghorn drifting across dark waters, warning others of nearby danger. When it first started, she tried to ignore it, breathing through it during her morning runs, avoiding thoughts about it during her Empwr Ventures meetings, and pretending it wasn’t there when Beth asked her what was wrong. But it was there. And it was persistent.

Unfortunately, she recognized the feeling immediately. It was one she had come to know extremely well: her intuition. Did she love admitting that she trusted it? No, because in the few situations it reared its head, like now, she could only hope it was wrong. But it was intuition that nudged her to call Dr. Albright’s office and move up her annual mammogram appointment, and it was why she was now, once again, in the awful cycle of waiting for answers, exactly where she had been three years ago.

She took a deep breath, sitting cross-legged on a yoga mat on the dock, looking out over the water and attempting something meant to resemble meditation. Jamie exhaled all the negative, spiraling energy from her body—just like all the YouTube videos said—or at least attempted to, because it was Pancake Sunday and Pancake Sunday didn’t leave room for spiraling.

She stood, rolling up her yoga mat and tucking it under her arm before making her way back up the creaking wooden stairs towards the house. From the deck, she caught a glimpse of Beth through the sliding glass door and stopped for a moment to watch her. She was swaying, no doubt to music she liked to have playing in whatever room she was in. Knowing Beth, it was probably Fleetwood Mac. A few strands of hair had fallen from the long, loose braid down her back, and she had those little lines between her eyes that only appeared when she was focused.

Jamie slid the door open, only to hear the sounds of the Rumors album. She knew her girlfriend well. The soft thunk of the yoga mat hitting the bottom of the basket they kept by the back door drew Beth’s attention away from the counter where she had been slicing strawberries and bananas.

God, that smile. Jamie would never get tired of how Beth’s smile filled her, wrapping itself around her in a protective way. It was exactly what she needed right now.

“How did your meditation go?” Beth asked as she resumed slicing.

Jamie moved towards the counter, stepping behind Beth, slipping her arms around her waist. She stood on tiptoes so she could rest her chin on Beth’s shoulder. She shrugged, letting her body press gently against Beth’s back, melting into the comfort the physical closeness brought her.

“It went. I don’t think I’m doing it right.” Her lips sought the nape of Beth’s neck, kissing her gently before nuzzling against her.

“I’m proud of you for sticking with it.” Beth chuckled, setting the knife down and turning to face her with those impossibly blue eyes. Jamie loved those eyes.

The validation warmed Jamie as she slipped her arms around Beth’s neck, placing a soft kiss on her lips. “I can’t get my brain to turn off, you know?”

She could hear her own frustration all over her words, but Beth didn’t shy away. “I know, love. Meditation is like a muscle. It takes practice. It’ll feel more natural the longer you stick with it.”

“I know,” Jamie grumbled, leaning in again to capture Beth’s lips with her own.

Kissing Beth was as natural to Jamie as breathing—like it was something she was designed to do. They’d been together for three years and it still sent that tingle of excitement racing through her. Her fingers slipped up under the hem of the old Stanford hoodie, the same one that was tattered and covered in paint splatters, clearly well-loved. Beth rewarded her with a sharp inhale as Jamie brushed her fingers against warm skin, pulling her closer, deepening the kiss.

“Ew, get a room, please.” A voice came from the other side of the counter and they broke apart to see Lily standing in front of them.

Beth laughed, reaching for a dish towel and tossing it at Lily. “One day, love, you’ll understand how rare it is to find someone you still want to make out with whenever you get the chance.”

Lily rolled her eyes and grinned. “You two are gross and you know it.”

Jamie took a moment to study Lily. She had clearly just woken up, still sleepy-eyed, barefoot in leggings and an old UW hoodie she had swiped from Jamie at some point over the last few years, the same way she had a hoodie from Beth and Sarah. But it was that same little smirk that always seemed to rest quietly on the corners of her mouth that continued to melt Jamie’s heart, reminding her of the sullen fourteen-year-old she had met four years before when she had started as Lily’s gymnastics coach. Now, at eighteen, Lily had three Olympic gold medals under her belt and a fiery confidence that was unparalleled. Jamie was so proud of her.

“Mom texted me and said she and Nell are on their way over now.” Lily picked at her nails as she spoke. Jamie recognized the habit instantly because it was the same tell Beth had for whenever she was nervous about something but trying to stay strong.

“Are you going to tell us what the big announcement is, kid? You did call this Pancake Sunday after all.”

Lily rolled her eyes at Jamie’s use of the nickname, but didn’t push back—it was their thing. “You’ll find out when everyone else finds out, hopefully soon. Did you talk to Amanda?”

“Yup, she and Kelly will probably be a few minutes late. I swear neither of them can tell time.”

“Sean and Dylan are coming over, too. Pat had to be at the shop today,” Beth added, stirring a large bowl of pancake batter.

“And Wren is at an away game, but I already told her and swore her to secrecy.” Lily swiped a strawberry, popping it into her mouth. “I’m going to go get ready,” she said breezily, making her way down the hall towards the basement stairs. “Mom just pulled in the driveway,” she added, her voice floating from the foyer.

“Chaos begins in three…two…one…” The doorbell rang out, the familiar low chime finding them in the kitchen.

“You love it,” Beth reminded her as she set the bowl of batter aside, pulling out the griddle.

“I’ll get the door.” Jamie kissed her softly on the cheek before heading towards the front door, where she could make out two figures through the frosted glass.

Beth was, of course, right. Jamie did love it. It had been so long since she had really been a part of any family. While Amanda had been her best friend of over twenty-five years and her family had always made a point to include Jamie in family events, she had always felt a little like she was intruding, or sitting on the outside, observing. But this family—Beth’s family—it felt like hers, too.

Jamie pulled the door open and, wincing at the familiar whine of the hinges she kept meaning to fix—note to self: get WD-40—smiled at Sarah Gallagher and Nell Stanhope, who stood side by side on the porch in front of her, drink carrier in hand.

“You are my new favorite person,” Jamie said, grinning at Sarah while reaching out and taking the coffee carrier. “Come on in.”

They stepped inside the foyer, sliding their shoes off before heading back into the kitchen. “Morning,” Beth said cheerily from her station behind the griddle where pancakes were beginning to fluff and turn golden.

Jamie set the carrier on the counter, proceeding to pass around the drinks before putting Lily’s in the fridge.

“Has anyone been able to figure out what this big announcement is?” Sarah asked, sliding onto the stool next to the one Nell had taken.

Jamie handed Beth her coffee and resumed the slicing of fruit Beth had abandoned.

“No, she’s been pretty tight-lipped about it,” Beth said. “When did she get so good at keeping secrets?”

“Is it really a secret? Or is it just a strategy? She clearly has a plan in mind for how she wants to deliver whatever her news is,” Nell mused. “Very effective if you ask me.”

Jamie laughed, dropping the sliced strawberries into a larger bowl. The front door opened and closed again, followed by the voices of Sean Cassidy and his daughter, Dylan calling out, “Hello, hello.”

“We’re back here,” Sarah called down the hall.

The pair entered the kitchen; Dylan set a reusable shopping bag on the counter and hugs were passed around.

“Dyl, can you go grab Lily?” Beth asked. “Let her know everyone is here.” Dylan nodded before disappearing back down the hall.

Jamie watched Beth turn to her best friend Sean with a conspiratorial smile on her face as soon as Dylan was gone. “Were you able to get anything out of her?”

“Not a peep,” Sean said, handing a plate to Beth as she began to stack pancakes. “And she’s usually so easy to get to crack.”

Nell pulled the bag Dylan had left on the counter towards her and began unloading the pastries Sean had brought. “Well, we’ll know what it is in a few minutes.”

Jamie continued slicing strawberries, letting herself enjoy this moment as the group continued to speculate what Lily’s big news could be. She loved moments like these—slightly chaotic but filled with so much heart. It was what she had come to expect from this odd little cluster of people she surrounded herself with. It had taken her a while to get used to suddenly having people who cared about her in ways she had come to know and love, but now she appreciated it for what it was: family.

The brush of Beth’s hip against hers made Jamie turn away from the group, focusing her attention solely on Beth. She flashed a reassuring smile and Jamie wanted to melt into it and this moment forever. This, right here, was her happy place.

“Aunt Kelly’s here with Amanda!” Lily called as she and Dylan returned, setting four gift bags on the table.

Okay, Jamie was definitely confused now. She shot Lily a look that said What are you up to? Lily returned her look with a smirk that was oddly reminiscent of Sarah before whipping around to chat with Nell. Kelly and Amanda entered just as Beth plated the last of the pancakes.

“How is it you two are always arriving after the work is done?” Jamie said, smiling at her best friend who stood with her fingers laced with Kelly’s.

“A skill I’ve refined over the years.” Amanda winked, tossing her motorcycle helmet on the couch as Kelly did the same.

“Grab a plate, everyone, we’re doing this buffet style,” Beth instructed, motioning to the stack of plates on the end of the island as everyone scrambled to form a line.

Once plates were layered with pancakes and fruit and seats were taken, Lily stood. “Okay, I know you’re all curious why I wanted to do a Pancake Sunday.”

Jamie’s phone vibrated on the table. She reached for it quickly, glancing at the screen. Her stomach dropped—Dr. Albright’s office. Jamie silenced the phone, sending the call to voicemail. Nope. Today was about Lily. Whatever news, good or bad, that Dr. Albright’s office was delivering, it could wait just a little bit longer. Family time was more important to her at this moment.

A sudden warmth filled her hand under the table as Beth wove their fingers together, giving her a soft squeeze.

“Less speech, more secret revealing!” Kelly called from her spot on the couch.

Lily’s smile grew wider as she grabbed each of the four bags, handing them over one by one to Sarah, Nell, and Beth, saving Jamie’s for last. Typical Lily.

Jamie took the bag from her, still with curiosity burning. She ran through every moment with Lily over the last few months, searching for anything that could help this moment make a little more sense. That curiosity mixed with her anxiety over the voicemail that was surely waiting for her from the doctor’s office.

“Moms,” Lily said, looking at Beth then Sarah, “and Jamie and Nell. I know I said I wanted to take a year off before going to college, but after some careful consideration and a lot of weighing my options, I changed my mind.” She gestured to the bags. “You can open those, by the way.”

A rustling of tissue paper filled the room, and for a moment, Jamie was entirely speechless as she held a purple hat in her hands.

“Surprise! I’ve committed to the University of Washington! I’ve been discussing this with their gymnastics coach for a few weeks, and it just makes sense. Plus, Dylan and I are going to room together. Isn’t that perfect?!”

Jamie looked at Beth and Sarah, who were both holding University of Washington Mom sweatshirts, purple for Beth and heather gray for Sarah, surprise on each of their faces.

Nell was the first to speak as she stood and excitedly wrapped Lily in a hug, still clutching the purple pennant Lily had given her. “Oh, Lily, this is so exciting! Go Dawgs!”

Dylan laughed from her spot at the kitchen counter. “Go Dawgs!!” she echoed.

“What do you think, Moms?” Lily asked as Nell sat back down.

Beth set the sweatshirt down and pulled Lily into a hug. “I think it’s a great plan, love. We’re proud of you no matter what you do.”

“Please tell me you at least considered Stanford?” Sarah added, hugging Lily as well.

“Of course I did, Mom. But I liked UW better.”

“Still had to put my plug in for it. Congrats, sweetie, but what changed your mind? I thought you were all set with taking a year off?”

Jamie sat quietly, her brain zoning out the sound of talking around her as her thumb brushed over the brim of the hat in her hand. She was so thrilled for Lily. UW was where she had gone to college, where she, Amanda, and Kendall had all fulfilled their collegiate gymnastics careers. She had nothing but good memories there. But it was the words on the hat that had caught her completely off guard.

She traced the embroidered golden letters that spelled out UW Mom. Mom. That word sat deep in her chest. She had never pictured herself as a parent. She had never let herself picture a future where that would have been possible once she understood the gravity of her history with cancer. But here she was.

For the better part of four years, Lily had been a major part of her life. She had watched Lily grow over those years, had made co-parenting decisions alongside Beth and Sarah, and Jamie had loved every moment of it. But she had never once considered herself a mom—just a bonus adult in Lily’s life.

“UW, huh?” Jamie asked softly.

Lily turned to face her, eyes bright and excited. “Yeah. I really like their gymnastics program, but also because you went there.”

Happy tears fell from the corners of Jamie’s eyes as she slipped the baseball cap over her curls, pulling Lily into a tight hug. “I’m so proud of you,” she whispered. “You’re going to have so much fun.”

“Thanks, Mom.”
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That afternoon, after breakfast had wrapped up and everyone had gone their separate ways, Jamie sat curled up on the sunken couch in the living room, staring at the rain gently tapping against the large floor-to-ceiling windows looking out over the deck and to the water below. It was calming to watch the droplets chase one another in an endless game of tag as gravity gave them momentum. A shifting next to her drew her attention away as Beth sat down, nudging Jamie so she could lie down.

“You all done in the studio for the day?” Jamie asked, instinctively curling herself against Beth’s body in the way she always did when she was seeking comfort, resting her head against Beth’s chest, listening to the rhythmic sound of her heart beating.

“All done,” Beth confirmed, positioning a pillow behind her head before snaking an arm around Jamie’s torso, her other hand gently smoothing over her wild curls.

They lay together in silence for a moment, Jamie’s head moving slightly with the rise and fall of Beth’s chest as she listened to her breathing, thinking about how much she loved this. Lying with Beth like this and just being together.

“Dr. Albright’s office called earlier,” she said gloomily. “You know it’s not good news if they call on a weekend.”

Beth’s hand stilled briefly before resuming motion. “Did they leave a message?”

Jamie nodded, the fabric of Beth’s sweatshirt scrunching against her face as she let out a long sigh. “I haven’t listened to it yet. It’s the feeling, you know? I told you I had a bad feeling about all of this. I wanted a few more moments of peace before opening Pandora’s box.”

“You don’t know what it is for sure. It could be good news.”

Jamie buried herself further into Beth’s embrace as Beth hooked a leg around her, pulling her closer and placing a kiss on the top of Jamie’s head.

“Did you see what was on the hat Lily got me?” Jamie asked, changing the topic.

“I did.” Beth ran her fingers up and down her sides as their breathing synced.

“She called me mom. I never, I—” Her words got caught as she pushed through them and the overwhelming surge of love that coursed through her. “I didn’t think I’d ever get to be anyone’s mom.”

“She loves you so much.” Beth tightened her arms around her, squeezing gently. “We love you so much.”

Jamie nodded as fresh, hot tears pooled in her eyes before falling, rolling over the bridge of her nose, landing on Beth’s sweatshirt. She let herself break in Beth’s arms. Let herself finally fall apart and feel the weight of the voicemail that was waiting for her. This part never got easier—this fear, this panic. It would be a part of her forever.

“I think we should listen to that voicemail.” Beth’s voice was smooth, so incredibly soft and comforting and inviting that Jamie would never say no to her.

She reached for her phone, bending her arm at an awkward angle to retrieve it from her back pocket before handing it over to Beth.

Beth keyed in her passcode before pulling up the voicemail and setting it to speaker.

A tinny voice came through, one that Jamie recognized as Dr. Albright’s receptionist. Her breathing stilled as she listened. “Hi, Jamie, this is Jenna from Dr. Albright’s office.” Jamie dug her thumbs into the fabric of Beth’s sweatshirt as she forced herself to listen. “Dr. Albright had a chance to review your recent scans and would like to set up some time with you to go over them, the sooner the better. We’ve held an appointment for you tomorrow morning at nine. If that works, call us back and leave a message confirming. If not, we’ll get you on the schedule as soon as possible. Enjoy your day.”

The message clicked off, leaving the faint sound of rain to fill the room in the absence of words, both understanding what the message meant.

“I told you I had a bad feeling.” Jamie sniffed, shifting and burying her face in the crook of Beth’s arms.

“I know, love. I know you did.”

Jamie caught it—the slightest, almost undetectable tremor in Beth’s voice, the faint wobble to let her know Beth was scared too.
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Nine o’clock the next day came too quickly for Jamie’s liking. She and Beth walked into the oncology office hand in hand, Beth talking about the cookies Jamie had insisted they allow time to get—the lavender earl gray shortbread cookies from their favorite shop, a little treat to soften the news she feared was inevitable. Beth talked about the traffic and a new show opening at the Seattle Art Museum she was interested in seeing, but nothing was on Jamie’s mind except for the news waiting for them beyond the reception desk.

They were led back to a small office at the end of the hall. Beth’s optimistic voice was a constant stream of comfort as she said things like, “We don’t know for sure that it’s bad news,” and “Let’s not even invite the negativity in until we know what we’re working with.” Jamie loved her for it.

She had always adored the way Beth saw the world—like it was bright, inviting, and full of possibility. Beth looked at the world with stars in her eyes and an open mind ready for the endless possibilities of what could be, and it had rubbed off on Jamie a little after all these years. She was a better person for it.

A door opened behind them and a tall woman entered the office where she and Beth sat opposite a large, sturdy wooden desk, their hands clasped.

Dr. Albright took her seat behind the desk and looked first at Beth before moving her eyes to rest on Jamie, and she could already see her answer written across the doctor’s face.

“The cancer is back, isn’t it?” Jamie said, feeling it almost immediately, hearing the defeat in her tone echoing around her mind as her body went numb, trying to process the treatment options Dr. Albright was currently going over. Still, all Jamie felt was her hand in Beth’s, hearing nothing but the wooshing of her own pulse in her ears.


ONE
LILY
ONE YEAR LATER: MAY


Lily Gallagher triumphantly pressed the enter key on her laptop, successfully submitting her last final exam. Just like that, her first year of college was over.

She still needed to pack her things and help Dylan return their dorm room to the state it had been when they moved in, but that would happen later. Right now? Right now, she was late.

The sky was gray, threatening rain, as Lily rode her scooter across campus in the direction of the café where she was supposed to be meeting Wren Parker for breakfast. She had timed it perfectly, knowing she would beat Wren, given her tendency to run seven minutes behind schedule. Lily had no idea why it was seven minutes in particular. Still, Wren had been consistently seven minutes late to nearly everything they’d ever done together, for as long as they had known each other. But Lily didn’t mind. She actually found it kind of amusing.

She splashed through a leftover puddle from overnight rain as the café came into view. She slowed to a stop in front of the unassuming yellow building tucked away in a residential neighborhood. Alongside the other colorful Craftsman houses, the building looked like a quiet home, but Lily, peering in the windows, could see a coffee bar and pastry display case.

“You’re the only person I know who wears a helmet when they ride an electric scooter.” Wren’s familiar voice drifted to her, accompanied by a gentle tapping on the top of the helmet Lily had yet to take off. She whipped around, beaming, her laugh already on its way out.

“Believe it or not, Wren, I actually value my life. Do you know how many deadly electric scooter accidents there are a year?” Lily smirked, unbuckling the strap under her chin and removing the helmet.

“No, but I’m sure you’re going to tell me.” Wren crossed her arms, giving Lily that signature lopsided smile.

“I don’t know the exact number, but the injury rate is definitely on the rise.”

“Okay, okay,” Wren said, raising her hands in defeat. “You at least look good in a helmet.”

“Thank you.” Lily rolled her eyes, quickly looking around the street and then into the windows of the café, checking to see if anyone was watching them. She didn’t see any lingering eyes and, deciding that the coast was clear, she reached for the strings of Wren’s Puget Sound Pride hoodie, tugging her closer, pushing up on her tiptoes, and placing a quick kiss on her lips.

“Lily,” Wren whined sheepishly, stepping back and looking around. “What are you doing? We’re in public. What about the rules?”

“What? No one’s looking at us and there’s, like, no one inside.” Lily stuck her bottom lip out in a pout. “I just finished my freshman year of college and I wanted to kiss my girlfriend to celebrate.”

Yeah, that’s right. Wren Parker was her girlfriend. She slid her hand into Wren’s, loving the way they fit so perfectly together. They had officially been girlfriends for five whole months, and Lily still had to remind herself that this was actually real.

Wren gave her three gentle squeezes before letting go to reach for the door, holding it open as Lily breezed through.

The inside of the café was like stepping into a terrarium. The bright white walls were covered in creeping pothos, exactly how Lily remembered them. It had been a few years since she had come here. She looked up and grinned at the large natural log light fixture draped in fake moss and ropes suspended over a large communal table. Yup. Exactly like she remembered it.

“Are those troll dolls?” Wren asked skeptically, examining the log.

“Uh huh, and there’s Polly Pocket, Barbie, and I think that one’s a Bratz doll.” She gestured towards an upside-down doll protruding from the moss decoratively covering the fixture. “They dress them up for all the different holidays.”

The pair approached the counter and placed their order. Wren, of course, insisted that she pay; it was their Sunday ritual after all. Whenever their equally busy schedules allowed, they spent Sunday mornings hunting to find “their” breakfast spot, venturing all over Seattle in their search. This one was promising.

Wren twirled the metal stand holding their order number between her fingers like a baton as they looked around the room. “This place gets weirder the longer you look at it. Like, at least thirty macrame plant holders are hanging from the ceiling, and there’s also a vintage Frogger machine. But also, they’re playing old-school R&B. Also, if the building is yellow, why is it called The Green Room? It’s definitely⁠—”

“A lot?” Lily offered, giggling. “You love it though, right?”

“I love anywhere I get to be with you,” Wren said quietly, green eyes meeting hers.

Lily felt the heat rise in her cheeks as she fought the sudden onset of shyness. Yeah, that was happening a LOT lately. They were each dancing around saying the L word for the first time. Lily was positive Wren felt it as much as she did. But like PDA, that was against the rules. No “I love yous” until after the Olympics. That’s what they had both agreed to following the kiss on New Year’s that had solidified their relationship.

A café worker appeared beside their table. “I have one mixed berry oatmeal, two slices of whole grain toast, a meatlovers omelet, one Greek yogurt parfait, a farmer’s delight veggie omelet, Ezekiel toast, a side of berries, plain Greek yogurt, and a green tea.” The worker looked at the two of them, then back to the food-laden tray, taken aback at the volume of food they had ordered.

“Yup, that’s us,” Lily said brightly as the waiter set the plates in front of them.

“Your mom called me yesterday, by the way,” Wren said, taking her fork and knife and diving into her omelet.

“Oh yeah? Which one?” Lily answered absently as she watched honey slowly fall from the bottle into her tea. She’d wondered when her mom would reach out to Wren. Lily had been purposefully avoiding her calls.

“Sarah. She wanted to make sure you were doing okay with finals, training, and everything. Said you guys haven’t talked in a few weeks. I, uh, obviously told her you were doing fine, but I think she’s worried about you.”

“She needs to learn how to take a hint.” There was a bite to her words. Lily was annoyed, and there was no use trying to hide that. She had never been good at concealing her feelings.

“She’s your mom, Lil. She loves you, and after…”

Lily shot a glare across the table, knowing exactly what Wren was attempting to bring up. Wren immediately stopped talking, instead choosing to take a large bite.

“I know, but she’s also been a little hover-y the last year. You would think I moved to the other side of the country when I went to school. I’m less than forty-five minutes away. She’s driving me up the wall. I thought her having a girlfriend would eat up some of her time, but you know how my mom is.”

“I’d kill to have a mom that cared that much about me,” Wren deadpanned, reaching across the table and swiping Lily’s mug of tea.

Lily didn’t answer her right away; instead, she held out her hand expectantly as Wren handed over the mug. “I’ll call her when I get back to my dorm today. Okay? Dylan’s last final is on Wednesday, and we still need to pack everything before Mama and Dylan’s dads come to move us out. And on top of all of that, I have training, and I’m just feeling a little overwhelmed.” Wren’s gaze flashed with worry, but only for a moment. “I’m fine. I promise. You know me, I need to spin sometimes, but now I need to lock in. Olympic trials are less than a month away. I need to be at the top of my game.”

“Lily, c’mon,” Wren said through a bite of her parfait. “There’s no way you won’t make the team. You’re coming off an amazing year. You had such a great freshman season. You work harder than any other gymnast I know.”

Lily sipped her tea, looking absently around the café. “Yeah? And how many others do you know so well? I have to keep working hard. Can’t let up now. This year is probably my last Olympics. I’ll be twenty-three for the next one, and I’m sure some new talented senior elite will replace me.”

“Well, with that attitude, probably,” Wren grumbled under her breath.

Lily would be lying if she said that thought hadn’t been at the front of her mind recently. This could be her last Olympics. Her dream that had felt so fresh and new and real four years ago could now be winding down. She had tried to talk to Wren about her fears about what would come next for her once gymnastics was no longer the center of her universe, but Wren always took the path of positivity. Lily, however, couldn’t even think about it without her stomach hurting. So instead, she decided it was better not to address it at all—but that didn’t mean the thought didn’t linger.

They finished eating, not really chatting about anything in particular, just enjoying time together. This was the first moment all week they had managed to find an overlapping free space in their jam-packed schedules. But if Lily was confident in one thing only, it was that there was no such thing as not enough time, only poorly managed calendars. They always found a way to be there for each other.

Lily’s knee bounced nervously, stilling only when Wren’s hand found hers under the table.

“You sure you’re okay? You seem a little off today.”

“I think I have too much nervous energy. Can we go for a walk? Before heading back to campus?”

Wren agreed and grabbed her jacket, following Lily out of the café and down the neighborhood street.

“Where are you taking me?” Wren asked, looking around at the line of houses perched on the hillside as the incline of the sidewalk increased.

“You’ll see. C’mon.”

They crested the hill, stopping in front of a navy brick house perched above them, meticulously trimmed hedges lining the stairs leading up to a large wooden door with tall rectangular panes of glass. It was exactly like she remembered.

“Soooo.” Wren tucked her hands into her pockets, bouncing slightly on the balls of her feet.

Lily nodded at the house. “This is what I wanted to show you. This house used to be mine. Those windows above the garage? That was my room. That little tower room over there was Mama’s studio. And Mom’s study was in the room next to the front door. She had these really cool bookshelves. And I used to ride my bike down to the corner and back and play with Mr. Howard’s cat.”

Wren looked at the house, then back at her. Lily didn’t know why she was showing Wren the old house; it wasn’t like she could ever go back there, not since her mom had sold it.

“You miss it, don’t you?” Wren asked, sliding her hand into Lily’s.

She nodded as hot tears pricked at her eyes. She turned, burying herself in Wren’s arms, seeking the comfort they brought her.

“I’m sorry,” she sniffed, wiping her nose on the back of her sleeve. “I don’t even know why I brought you here, I just⁠—”

Wren cut her off with another hug. “I like knowing the things that are important to you. It’s a cool house. Thanks for showing me. I bet growing up here was really magical.”

“Yeah, parts of it were pretty magical. Mama used to make these giant forts with me and we would spend hours painting and watching movies inside them.”

“Building forts was the best, wasn’t it? My dad and I used to build them, too, before things with my parents got bad.”

Lily looked up at Wren. Their height difference had always been a little laughable, with Lily standing at 5’2” next to Wren’s 5’11”.

Wren rarely talked about her family, not since she had taken the steps to get emancipated two and a half years ago. To Lily’s knowledge, there had been no contact between Wren and her family since.

“That sounds like a really special memory.”

Once again, Lily pressed up on her tiptoes to kiss Wren, loving the softness of their lips touching. For as stressed out as she was in her day-to-day life, kissing Wren always seemed to make time slow down to a near standstill, like the two of them only existed in their own little world.

The pair walked back down the hill towards the café.

“Can I drive this time? I feel so silly standing behind you, holding on to the handlebars of your scooter. Better yet, let’s take the bus,” Wren pleaded as Lily slipped her helmet back on.

“You can suck it up for the eleven minutes it takes to get back to campus.”

The loud click of plastic snapped between them. Wren rolled her eyes, but still hopped on the scooter behind Lily, wrapping her arms around her to hold on to the handlebars.

“For all your scooter safety, this definitely feels like it would fall into the dangerous category,” Wren said in her ear as Lily sped along the bike trail in the direction of her dorm.

“C’mon, Wren, live a little.” Lily laughed into the damp air.

Lily’s shoulders dropped and a small sigh of relief left her as she stepped into the thankfully empty dorm room. Good, that meant Dylan was still at the library and she didn’t have to add dealing with Wren and Dylan’s weirdness to the never-ending list of things currently stressing her out.

Dylan and Wren’s friendship was nonexistent, but it wasn’t for lack of trying. Both had been making an effort to get to know the other better, especially once Lily and Wren had started dating, but she didn’t know if she could pick two people less likely to be friends than Dylan Cassidy and Wren Parker.

“Good, Dylan’s not here.” Wren kicked off her shoes and plopped down onto Lily’s bed.

“Wren,” Lily warned. She didn’t love having to play peacekeeper between her best friend and her girlfriend.

“What? She doesn’t like me. Which is weird because I’m very likable.”

“You are very likable, but you only talk to her about sports. Dylan isn’t really into sports.” Lily nudged Wren, making her scooch over and make room on the bed for her before she lay down next to her, their faces inches apart on her pillow, their bodies curled together on the narrow mattress. “You two need to find something that you both have in common to talk about—something that isn’t me.” Lily reached forward, playing with one of Wren’s long, dark ringlets, tugging it gently, watching as it recoiled into place.

“I love that you’re my girlfriend,” Wren whispered.

She smiled because there it was again. They were dangerously close to that word. She wanted to say it so badly. I love you. But it felt almost too real. Like saying it out loud might pop the little bubble she and Wren existed in, just the two of them.

“I love that you’re my girlfriend, too,” she whispered back in concession, brushing her thumb against Wren’s cheekbone.

Wren’s gaze shifted away from hers, and Lily already knew what was coming. “I don’t want to keep hiding this. It’s getting harder not to tell everyone that we’re together. I’m so stoked to be in this relationship, and it—it sucks sometimes, that we can’t even tell people.”

Lily envied Wren’s ability to see only the good in a situation. She always came at her feelings full speed—all gas, no brakes, and always unapologetic in the best ways. Lily loved that about her, even when it made things more complicated. But where Wren saw the excitement of telling everyone that they were dating, Lily saw a mountain of questions they would surely receive from all sides about their relationship, their sexuality, and so on. She had spent the last four years of her life fielding invasive questions about her family life; she just didn’t want to deal with relationship questions right now, but she knew it wasn’t a long-term solution.

“I know,” Lily said. “But, same thing I said before. After the Olympics, we can tell whomever we want.”

Wren groaned, burrowing her face in the crook of Lily’s neck. Lily reflexively wrapped her arms around her. “Yeah, yeah, I know. The Olympics—your rules⁠—”

“Don’t ‘your rules’ me. These are our rules that we came up with together. Do I need to pull out the notebook as evidence? I’m fully prepared to do a handwriting analysis.”

The contraction of facial muscles against her neck told her Wren was smiling.

“Fine.” Wren propped herself up on her elbow, green eyes shining brightly. “Can we at least tell your moms? It’s weird that even they don’t know. I respect them both too much to keep lying to them.”

“We’re not lying, we’re strategically omitting certain information to better focus on the outcome of our goals.”

“Man, you go to college for one year, and you come out a professional bullshitter.”

“Actually, no, Nell taught me that one.” Lily traced her eyes over Wren’s high cheekbones, across her boxy shoulders, and down her lanky, lean frame before meeting her gaze again. “Okay, we can tell my moms, but no one else until after the Olympics, like we agreed.” Wren’s smile lit up her entire face, and Lily took a little mental picture. Forever freezing Wren’s excitement in time, tucking away to revisit when their busy schedules kept them apart. “But right now, we both need to lock in. You don’t even know if you’re getting invited to training camp yet.”

Wren’s hand made contact with her shoulder, pushing her gently as she scoffed. “I’m not too worried. I’ve got a good feeling about it. I should find out this week.”

Lily rolled her eyes. “Oh my god, how can you just say I have a good feeling? A feeling? Really?”

Wren swooped forward, placing a kiss on her nose, her forehead, before peppering them all over. Lily’s laughter filled the small room, bouncing off the cinderblock walls as she gasped for air.

“Stop, stop. Okay.” She laughed again, breaking free from Wren. “Fine, keep your illogical vibes. I could never.”

“And that’s why we’re perfect together. We balance each other out.”

Lily’s phone buzzed against the desk.

Dylan: 12:34 PM


Leaving the library, be back in 15. Need to keep studying.




“Time to go,” Lily said, resting her hand on Wren’s chest.

“I cannot tell you how excited I am that you’ll be back at your mom’s this summer, so we don’t have to deal with navigating around Dylan’s study schedule anymore.”

Lily walked Wren to the bus stop that would take her back across town and waited until the bus hissed to a halt. They shared one last quick hug—the one they used when they knew people could be watching—before Wren climbed aboard and was whisked up the hill and out of sight. Lily turned back towards the dorms then changed her mind, setting off on the longer route that would take her around campus, her sneakers scuffing over the damp asphalt.

She started building a mental checklist of everything she needed to do in the upcoming week: pack up the room, double-check training schedules, turn in her key, call Mom—right. Call Mom.

Do it now, get it over with, and check it off the list.

Lily slipped her phone from her pocket, the familiar photo lighting up the screen—a picture of her sitting on the edge of a balance beam at PGTC, shoulder-to-shoulder with Jamie, both of them caught mid-laugh. Seeing it hit her with the same half-gut-punch, half-warm feeling, but today it felt different. It was sharper as the feeling prickled across her.

The phone went dark as she continued to stare at the screen. It was strange to her how something she’d seen every day for a year was all of a sudden making her feel so intensely.

Lily tapped the screen again, quickly entering the passcode and taking a deep breath. Power through. The feeling goes away. Ignore it, you don’t have time for this. But her thumb hovered over Jamie’s name right above her mom’s, and for a split second, she debated pressing it even though she knew Jamie couldn’t answer.

Her throat tightened as she blinked away tears, tapping her mom’s contact instead.

“Hi sweetie.” Her mom’s voice came through the phone, warm like always.

“Hey, Mom.” Her own voice cracked as she quickly cleared her throat. “Wren said you called her. I’m alive, just had a lot going on with finals, and Dylan and I still need to pack the room before Mama, Sean, and Pat come to move us out,” she rambled, hoping somewhere along the way her words were hiding the fact that she had been crying.

“Everything okay? You sound a little off.”

“I’m fine. I’ve got it all under control, really. Finished my finals and officially survived my freshman year of college. Now I just need to make it to the Olympics.” She repeated the list she ran through daily of all the tasks she still needed to do, as if it had become a mantra propelling her forward.

The phone was quiet for a moment, and she braced herself for the lecture about self-care and the importance of slowing down which her mom was surely about to give her, but to her surprise, it didn’t come.

“I’m proud of you, Lils. Freshman year done. That’s huge. We’ll celebrate when I see you. You’re still alternating weeks with me and Mama this summer?”

“Uh, yeah, I am,” Lily said, still a little taken aback at her mom’s lack of expected response. “That’s the plan at least.”

“Good! I’m excited to have you home for a bit. Let me know if there’s anything fun you want to try and squeeze in together. Can’t wait to get some me and you time in.”

“Yeah, okay. Sounds good,” Lily murmured

Neither said anything for a minute; the silence was anything but comfortable, and Lily felt the overwhelming need to fill it.

“Are you sure everything is okay?”

Lily tried to swallow the lump in her throat, but it rose anyway. Her voice came out small, cracking before she could stop it to slip on her mask of strength.

“I miss Jamie,” she whispered. Then the sobs came, spilling out faster than her words could catch up as she sank onto a nearby bench.
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Lenore Briggs’ office was as blandly beige as it had been the first time Beth had set foot in it over a year ago.

Beth leaned back into the couch cushions, folding her arms loosely across her middle as she looked around the room. Her gaze bounced from the muted walls to the natural-fiber woven rug to the tan leather loveseat she currently occupied. All of it was so uninspiring.

“Does it ever bother you that there’s not a single piece of art in here?” Beth asked after several seconds of silence. She deliberately kept her voice light. She’d been seeing Lenore long enough now to know she would read into any change of her usual vocal inflection.

As always, Lenore didn’t even flinch at the question. The woman was impossible to shake. She lifted her eyes from the leather notebook perched on the arm of her chair to meet Beth’s gaze before calmly saying, “No, does it bother you?”

Beth tightened her grip across her abdomen. “If I’m being honest, yes. It’s been slowly driving me crazy.”

“What about it drives you crazy?”

She sighed, drawing her knees up to her chest. “It’s so sterile. I can’t tell if that’s intentional or not.”

“But you keep coming back.”

Lenore’s observation filled the silence between them. It had taken Beth a while to get used to that tactic. When she started seeing Lenore, she’d felt an overwhelming need to fill every minute of their session with an endless loop of thoughts and rationalizations about her feelings. And Lenore would listen as she quickly scribbled notes in her notebook.

“It’s weird,” Beth said finally. “When I started seeing you, you said you had just moved into this office. And I keep expecting you to hang something up—literally anything—but every time I come for an appointment, the walls are still bare, which is starting to make me feel like it’s intentional.”

“I guess I hadn’t really noticed.” Lenore looked around the room, a bemused smile on her lips. “I assure you, it’s not intentional. I have a box labeled ‘office art’ at home. I keep meaning to bring it in, but now that you’ve brought it up, I think I’ve grown to like this blank slate aesthetic I accidentally walked myself into.”

More silence followed Lenore’s words as Beth chewed the inside of her cheek, debating whether it was worth bringing up a topic she and Lenore had already talked circles around in previous sessions, ultimately deciding that if it was still popping into her mind, it was still worth discussing. “I haven’t painted anything since Jamie died.”

“I know.”

More silence.

Beth hated the silence. It was uncomfortable, but she guessed that was the point Lenore had been trying to teach her over the last year.

She stared at the blank space of the wall to the right of Lenore. Seriously, one painting would do wonders for this room. Beth tried to picture one of her pieces hanging there, something to break up the monotony. It would need to be something colorful and intricate, and definitely textured. A familiar tinge pulled in her, that desire to create. But as quickly as it came on, that feeling was replaced with a rapid tightening sensation.

She swallowed hard. “It’s not that I haven’t wanted to paint. I do.”

“I believe you.”

“I sit in the studio and stare at the canvas. It’s like I’ve suddenly forgotten how to paint or what color even is.”

“You’re not ready yet.”

Beth leaned back into the couch cushion and closed her eyes. “I fucking hate that answer.”

“You’re allowed to hate it.”

They sat quietly. Beth picked at her nailbed as she listened to the ticking of the clock on the desk and the occasional scratch of Lenore’s pen. She closed her eyes, then, without planning to, she said, “I think I pushed her into it.”

Lenore didn’t ask who, because they both knew who.

“Before we ever started dating, Jamie told me that she was scared of getting close to people. She didn’t want to hurt anyone if her cancer came back, and I—” She opened her eyes, looking directly at Lenore. “I told her that I wasn’t afraid of the risks and that I wanted her, even though she was actively pushing me away. I think I guilted her into giving us a shot. And then she died. And now I get to live with that.”

Lenore stayed quiet. Beth guessed she was waiting to see what Beth would do with her own words; they had played this game before. Beth would simply wait her out.

“That’s a very painful version of your and Jamie’s story,” Lenore finally said. “But it’s still only one version of the truth.”

Beth clenched her jaw. “What if it’s the right one?”

Lenore tilted her head, giving Beth a long, assessing look. “I’m curious why you believe that version and not the one where Jamie chose you?”

More silence followed by the gentle tick of the clock. Damn it, there were still thirty minutes left in this session.

“Lily’s Olympic trials start on Thursday,” Beth said, quickly changing the topic. The scratching of Lenore’s pen accompanied her pivot.

“I remember. How is she feeling?”

“Good. Lily is such a strong kid. She had a great freshman year, and she and her coach are feeling really good about where she is going into trials. I’m just so proud of her. She handled Jamie’s death so well. I know they say kids are resilient, and Sarah and I got her into therapy quickly… She really does seem like she’s in a good place.”

Beth had always been in awe of her daughter. That feeling had only deepened as Lily grew older. God, she was so proud of her—the way Lily carried herself and how she always took whatever life handed her head-on. Beth knew exactly where Lily got that from. Like Sarah, their daughter took everything in stride, nothing ever shaking her stable foundation.

“And how are you feeling about trials?”

“Fine.”

Lenore raised an eyebrow. “Then why are you gripping the sleeve of your sweater so tightly?”

Surprised, Beth glanced down, releasing the fabric from her grip.

“What were the last trials like?” Lenore asked.

Beth’s mind slipped back to that day four years ago in the loud arena. The excitement had been palpable as she and Sarah sat in the stands watching their daughter become an Olympian, Jamie right there alongside Lily. “They were perfect,” she whispered, not meeting Lenore’s gaze.

This wasn’t the first time their conversations had led them down this path, one Beth knew she had a habit of frequenting.

“Is that something you’d like to explore more today?”

Beth let the question hang in the silence between them. This was exactly why the office needed some art. She had nothing to look at but Lenore.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

That clock. She wanted to stand up, cross the room, and throw the damn thing out the window. But instead, she took a deep breath before once again pulling their conversation in a different direction. “I haven’t had an orgasm since Jamie died.”

Lenore’s pen stopped midmovement as Beth’s words landed flatly. She had been thinking about bringing this up for weeks, but it always felt too awkward. She prided herself on being a sex positive person. Sex, after all, was a natural part of the human experience, but still, she had never quite been able to bring herself to talk about sex in therapy—until now.

Lenore blinked once, the tiniest indication that Beth had successfully surprised her. That was a first.

“Okay.”

“Okay?” Beth repeated.

“It’s not uncommon.”

“I figured… It just still feels strange.”

“In what way?”

Beth let out a breath. She knew she needed to talk about this. “It feels like I’m being pulled in two different directions. My brain is saying yes, it’s ready, but my body doesn’t believe it has permission to feel pleasure anymore.” She looked down at her hands. “And trust me, I’ve tried. I’ve really tried to make it happen. But nothing works because every time I start to feel good, the guilt follows. And then I think, would it be easier if I went out there and had a one-night stand? You know, rip off the Band-Aid with someone I’ll never see again? But no, I can’t even enjoy that because that’s literally how Jamie and I met, and look how that turned out.”

Lenore put her pen down, adjusting her posture in her chair. “You and Jamie had a strong physical connection. All of this makes sense.”

Shifting against the leather cushions, Beth suddenly found herself missing the pressure and weight of another body pressed against hers. She tried to fight the way her mind thrust all the memories of her and Jamie to the forefront of her thoughts as she untucked her legs, trying to hide her restlessness.

“Sometimes I miss her touch more than her voice. I miss the way her hand fit in mine and how she knew exactly how to hold me. I hate that my skin still remembers the exact feeling of hers against mine,” she admitted in a single breath.

“You lost someone who knew your body, your heart, your mind, and your soul. Sometimes it can take a little while for those pieces to all reconnect.” Lenore glanced at the clock on the desk. They had two minutes left in their session.

“I think that’s part of it,” Beth said quietly, “but I can’t tell if I miss Jamie, or just being known by someone, and there is also a part of me that feels terrified of feeling good without her. I don’t know if that makes sense. I’ve been trying to figure out why I’m feeling like…” She glanced at the clock, her words drifting off as she toed the chunky fibers of the rug. Time was up. “Same time next month?” She laughed, hoping to end the conversation there. She was already regretting bringing it up.

Lenore smiled at her. “Unless you feel like you need to come in sooner. I thought we had talked about going back to appointments every two weeks?”

Beth considered that, then gave a small shake of her head. “Not yet. Maybe after trials, depending on how everything goes.”

Lenore nodded, writing a small note in the top corner of her page before closing the notebook. “Beth, I’m going to do something rare for me and give you some homework.”

Beth raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Homework?”

“You’ve been holding on to what intimacy used to look like with Jamie, and your brain needs a little help rewiring that path. I want you to try something new. Something unfamiliar. Find a different kind of spark.”

“What exactly are you telling me to do?” Beth asked, still skeptical.

“I’m suggesting,” Lenore said evenly, “that you might benefit from exploring a little bit. A new toy. A new space. A spicy book. Something that lets you reconnect with yourself without attaching the memory of Jamie to it.”

“Okay, yeah…that is definitely a suggestion.”

“You don’t have to take it,” Lenore added, standing to signal that their session had come to an end.

Beth stood too, slipping her bag onto her shoulder as she moved towards the door. “So that’s my homework? Go vibrator shopping and watch porn?”

Lenore didn’t even crack a smile. “No, your homework is to let your body surprise you. I’ll see you next month, Beth.” She pulled the door open. “I hope Lily does well at trials.”
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The following day, Beth hurriedly pushed through the door of the Grumpy Goat café, breezing past the small line of people leading to the register.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” she said apologetically to Pat as she rushed past, tossing her bag on the hook behind the counter before grabbing an apron and tying it around her waist. “It’s been a day.”

“You’re all good, Dyl just left. Here, take over the register and I’ll make drinks.” Pat flashed a warm grin, giving her arm a gentle squeeze as they swapped places.

She couldn’t help the slight twinge of guilt that flared in her chest, but she pushed it aside and instead put on her smile to take the order of the customer standing in front of her.

When Jamie died, grief had filled every space in Beth’s life in the form of endless phone calls with condolences, people checking in on her and on Lily, and piles of casseroles and premade meals she had eaten out of the freezer for weeks. But then life moved on, and when it did, time seemed to slow down to an excruciatingly stagnant pace, leaving her with far too much time alone to dwell in her thoughts.

It was Sean, her best friend and art manager, who refused to let her disappear into her grief. He and his fiancée, Pat, would stop by with groceries, claiming to have overbought, or dinner they coincidentally happened to have too much of. They always did it under the pretense of it being casual, never pushing her too hard. On weekends, Sean would coax her out of the house, claiming he needed company downtown or help with a fake errand, just to get her moving again. He never tried to talk her out of her grief; he stayed beside her in it.

And when she finally admitted that she hadn’t touched a canvas in months, Sean didn’t offer advice or pep talks. He simply told her to show up at the Grumpy Goat on Sunday. “You’re going to learn how to make a rosetta,” he’d said, handing her an apron. And when she successfully made her first one, he said, “There, you made some art. That’s all you need to do for now. Oh, and show up on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons. We’re short-staffed.”

That had been months ago, and here she was, still showing up for shifts.

The after-lunch rush had died down, leaving her and Pat to complete some behind-the-bar busy work. Beth had occupied herself with restocking cups while Pat was doing inventory.

“So, are you and Sean finally going to set a wedding date?” she asked as she stacked cups.

“One day we’ll get around to it,” Pat said offhandedly, checking boxes off the checklist in his hand.

A chime pulled her attention to the door, and Beth glanced up to see a woman step into the café. She was tall with shoulder-length auburn hair. If Beth had to guess, she would peg her to be no older than mid-forties. The woman gave the room a once-over before making her way up to the counter, her gaze lingering longer than necessary.

Beth straightened and offered her usual polite smile. “Welcome in. What can I get started for you?”

The woman grinned back. “Let’s see…” She leaned forward slightly, drumming delicate fingers on the counter while she scanned the menu. “You’ve got a lot of options. What’s your favorite?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Beth replied lightly, brushing a strand of blond hair behind her ear as she twirled a Sharpie between her fingers. “I’m boring and usually get the same drink.”

The woman raised an eyebrow. “Boring? I doubt that.” There was a pause, just enough to be deliberate.

Beth blinked, registering the warm sensation flickering through her before shutting it down. “I—uh, I guess I’m more of a creature of habit.”

A playful glint flashed across the woman’s face. “Well, what would you recommend to someone trying to break a habit?”

Beth chuckled politely, eyes dropping to the register screen as she tried not to fumble the interaction. “Um…maybe the rosemary honey latte? People love that one. It’s unique.”

“Sounds perfect. I’ll take it. And a raspberry scone, if you’ve got any left.”

Beth rang her up, relaying the order to Pat without a second thought. “Name for the order?”

“Liv.” Another pause. “Short for Olivia. But I don’t usually let people call me that unless I like them.”

Beth nodded absently. “Liv,” she said, scrawling the name in black ink across the cup. “Perfect. That’ll be ready shortly.”

“I don’t think I caught your name. I’d love to know who to thank.” The woman looked at her, hopeful.

“Oh, uh, it’s Beth.”

“Well, Beth, thank you for the recommendation. I can’t wait to try this drink.”

“Anytime.” Beth gave her a polite nod and turned away to wipe down the counter, already moving on to the next task.

Liv lingered for a moment at the end of the bar before taking her drink and scone then waving a small goodbye. When the door chimed again behind her, Beth resumed stacking cups, hardly giving the interaction another thought.

Pat appeared beside her, raising his eyebrows.

“What?” she asked, sensing the look.

“Are you kidding me? She was flirting with you.”

Beth turned toward him, genuinely confused. “What are you talking about?”

Pat gave her an incredulous look. “Beth. She asked about your favorite drink, made it weirdly personal about her name, and gave you heart eyes the entire time.”

Beth shrugged, making every effort to ignore the heat suddenly rising in her cheeks. “She was being friendly.”

“No, that wasn’t friendly. That was flirting, plain and simple,” Pat insisted. “And frankly, it was good flirting. I’m kind of offended you didn’t notice.”

She scrunched her nose as she tried to remember if Liv had looked at her a certain way or if the tone of her voice should have been an indication of flirting, but beyond the mechanics of the conversation, Beth couldn’t recall anything. She laughed softly. “Well, if it was flirting, I totally missed it. I’m not exactly in that headspace these days.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” Pat handed her a clean mug. “But maybe it’s time you let yourself be, though.” His blue eyes caught the light, only amplifying his sincerity. “Just…think about it.”

Beth didn’t answer. She stared down at the mug in her hand, trying to stop the realization that Pat’s suggestion hadn’t freaked her out in the ways she had expected. Instead, it filled her with a strange flutter of surprise at the thought, and she couldn’t help but think about what Lenore had said about letting her body surprise herself.

“Hey, aren’t you supposed to be in Milwaukee for Lily’s trials?” Pat asked, and while she was thankful for the change in conversation, it wasn’t her ideal topic.

“Sarah and Lily are already there. I’m flying out tonight to join them.” She tossed him a look that said please drop it which Pat thankfully picked up.
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The following morning, Beth approached the hotel room Lily had directed her to. They still had a little time before Lily needed to meet with her coaches and head to the arena for her trials. She knocked on the door and a moment later, Sarah appeared on the other side.

“Hey,” she said, smiling as she held the door open for Beth to walk through.

“Hi,” Beth said quickly, brushing past Sarah into the room. She caught the familiar scent of lotion Sarah had always leaned towards—vanilla. It was reassuring to know that some things never changed while so much of their relationship had over the last two years.

“Lily’s still finishing her hair,” Sarah said, stepping past Beth into the suite.

“Oh, sorry, I would have come a little later. Lily texted me and said she was ready.” Yeah, this was awkward.

Sarah shot her an amused look that very clearly said, and you believed her? She took a seat at the small table situated in the suite’s kitchenette, nudging the chair next to her which Beth took.

More silence.

“How’s Nell?” she asked tentatively.

It had been a few weeks since she had last seen Sarah, let alone had more than a few minutes with her to catch up. If Beth were being completely honest, things between them had never quite felt the same after the space they had taken two summers ago at Sarah’s insistence. Sure, they had eventually found their footing again, but their friendship had never healed in the ways Beth would have liked. She used to know every single thing there was to know about Sarah, but now she felt like more of a distant acquaintance than her friend, and Beth couldn’t help but wonder how they had gotten so far from where they started.

Sarah studied her briefly. She opened her mouth, ready to answer, when the bathroom door swung open and Lily burst into the room in a flurry of hairspray and shimmering crystals.

“Okay,” Lily stated matter-of-factly, cocking a hip, her hand resting on it in her classic I’m about to tell you something important stance she had adopted as a child. “So before I go, I need to tell you two that I’m dating Wren.”

Beth blinked. Whatever she’d been expecting Lily to say, it definitely wasn’t that.

“She’s my girlfriend,” Lily said in a perfectly even tone, as though she was running through a checklist. “No one knows except Dylan, Wren’s roommate Sydney, and now you two… So, like, you’re now sworn to secrecy, obviously. But Wren wanted me to tell you so now that that’s done”—she bent down to pick up her gym bag—“I’m gonna go.” She shifted her weight towards the door.

Beth’s mind scrambled to catch up. Lily and Wren were dating. Not completely out of the realm of possibility, but this was Lily. Lily, who had never expressed so much as ever having a crush on anyone. Lily, who had eyes and headspace only for gymnastics.

Her eyes immediately went to Sarah. Sarah, for her part, had kept an impeccable poker face, no doubt thanks to all her years of being a shark in the courtroom. Not a single muscle in her face moved.

“Not so fast, Lils,” Sarah said, looking first to Beth, then to their daughter.

Lily groaned, dropping the bag. “What? I need to go.”

“You have plenty of time,” Sarah replied evenly. “You just told us something kind of important. Let’s take a minute and catch our breath.”

Beth’s mouth opened, then closed; her mind was still spinning around Lily’s admission. How had she missed this?

“So you and Wren...are dating?”

“Yeah,” Lily said with a small sigh. “It’s not that big of a deal. I like her, she likes me, we’ve been together for a few months. And before you ask, I don’t know if I’m a lesbian or bi or pan or whatever. I’ve been a little too busy with, you know, training for the Olympics to really sit down and think about it. I’m still me, Wren’s still Wren, and yeah. That’s it.”

Beth caught Sarah’s eye, silently begging for backup. But her brain and, unfortunately, her mouth had already taken a turn down the wrong path. “You know Wren’s gay, right?” she blurted out.

Both Lily and Sarah looked at her like she had grown an extra limb and she couldn’t blame them because what was that? Her cheeks burned as she tried to organize her thoughts.

“Uh, yeah, Mama, I know Wren’s gay. She came out to me, like, forever ago.”

“I think what your mama was trying to—” Sarah interjected.

Beth opened her mouth to try again, to say literally anything else, but it was too late. The words were already coming out. “Are you two…sexually active?”

Silence filled the room as Sarah and Lily both gawked at her.

“Oh my god!” Lily groaned, covering her face with both her hands. “No, for the record, we’re not doing any of that because we decided to wait until after the Olympics. You know, no distractions. This year is too big for both of us. I needed to tell you guys because I can’t be worrying that you don’t know about Wren and me while I’m trying to stick the most difficult beam routine I’ve ever attempted.”

Beth nodded, raising her hands in surrender. “Okay, good to know. Just, as your mama, I had to ask. Sex is totally normal and fun when it’s with someone you really love and⁠—”

“I get it.” Lily cringed as she bent to pick up her bag. “Well, that went even worse than I thought it would in my head, but now you know. Thanks so much for the supportive and super normal conversation.”

Sarah stood and moved around the table, wrapping Lily into a hug. “We’re both so happy for you, Lils. And Wren. You know you can always talk to us about anything going on in your life and we’ll try our best to be whatever support you need.”

“I know,” Lily muttered into Sarah’s shoulder.

“Kick butt today. Find us in the stands?”

“Thanks, Mom. I’m glad at least one of you is normal.” Lily moved towards the door, pausing briefly with her hand on the door handle. “I love you both, but please let’s never speak of this again. Okay? But next time you see Wren, tell her how happy you are for us. She really cares a lot about what you think of her.”

With that, Lily was gone, the door clicking behind her.

A slow clapping sound filled the room as Sarah turned to face her, a grin stretching across her face. Beth groaned, burying her head in her arms on the table.

“That had to be some of your finest parenting, and let me just say, I’m thrilled to have been able to bear witness to such artistry.” Sarah did not attempt to hide the laughter that laced her words.

Beth looked up. “I panicked. It’s not even surprising, Lily and Wren—we all kind of knew that one was coming—but I don’t know what happened. My brain short-circuited.”

“Lily will recover,” Sarah said with a small smile. “But you know this definitely ranks as her top-most embarrassing conversation with us, right?”

Beth groaned again. They sat in an unfamiliar quiet together.

Sarah reached for her water bottle, pausing halfway to her lips. “This weekend’s probably hitting a little differently for you without Jamie here.”

Beth looked down at the table, not sure how to answer Sarah. She decided to go with the truth. “Yeah. It is.”

“It’s not the same being here without her,” Sarah said quietly, not looking at her. “If you want to talk later, or sit and not talk, I’m around. You let me know, okay?” She flexed her hand before slowly reaching out, giving Beth’s arm a gentle squeeze, the heat of her touch reassuring.

Beth looked up, slightly taken aback by the offer and the gesture. “Thanks,” she said appreciatively.

Sarah took a swig from her water bottle before leaning towards her, bumping their shoulders together, her lips twitching. “Oh, by the way… Did you know Wren’s gay?”

Beth caught her eye and this time she noticed the slight sparkle mixed with the hazel coloring, accompanied by that familiar feeling of being around Sarah. It was like taking a deep breath. And even after all this time and everything they’d been through, it surprised her that that feeling was still there.

She dropped her head back onto the table with a thunk. “Most embarrassing parent award goes to me today.”

Sarah’s unguarded laugh filled the kitchenette, echoing off the hard surfaces, filling her. Before Beth could stop herself, she smiled too, wide and real and just as unguarded for the first time in what felt like forever. “And I’m usually so good at conversations like these,” she added, her body buzzing with the unexpected surge of joy where guilt usually settled.

“I know. Heart-to-hearts have always been your forte, so the fumble is that much funnier. This definitely makes my list of top ten favorite parenting moments with you.”

“You keep a list?” Beth asked, intrigued. “What’s on it?”

Sarah eyed her, a smile curling at the corners of her mouth. “Oh, all sorts of things,” she said gently. “We may have had our ups and downs, but I have always loved every moment of raising Lily with you. I mean, we did create damn near perfection.”

“We did, didn’t we?” Beth agreed, grateful, as always, for having someone like Sarah in her life.
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Thwack!

The blade of an axe biting into dense wood echoed across the still water. Sarah sipped her iced tea, squinting into the Minnesota summer sun. Her eyes fixed on Nell, standing a little ways away near the woodpile, backdropped by towering trees. Warm light filtered through leaves, illuminating Nell in an almost surreal way, making her look like a literal goddess of the forest.

Her hair, long and inky dark, was pulled back in her usual fishtail braid, a few strands having wiggled loose to frame her face. The white tank top she wore was becoming increasingly drenched in sweat with each log chopped. Sarah watched a bead of sweat trail its way down the expanse of her neck and below the line of her tank top, and god, she had seen Nell naked hundreds of times at this point, but it was still lost on her how she was able to make everything look so damn effortlessly hot.

“Celibacy is a form of slow death,” Sarah muttered into her glass as she took another sip, pulling her eyes away from Nell.

Nell either didn’t hear her or was ignoring her. Sarah’s money was on the latter.

She leaned back in the Adirondack chair, tucking one leg beneath her, the other stretching out to rest on a nearby log she had been using as a foot rest. The scent of cedar and a touch of smoke from last night’s fire still hung faintly in the air.

It had been five months since she and Nell had decided to consciously uncouple, shifting their attention instead to focus on their friendship—something Sarah honestly couldn’t imagine her life without. With Nell, she didn’t have to explain any part of herself, didn’t have to translate her sharpness or the parts of her that often contradicted themselves because Nell understood her in a way that made Sarah feel seen, not just for who she was, but for everything she tried carefully to hide from the rest of the world. It felt good to have someone who knew her like that.

Since their uncoupling, not much had changed. They had taken some time not to communicate—two months to be exact—as each of them had agreed that would be a non-negotiable. Time meant for them to neatly wrap up any lingering emotional tethers before they fell back into the comfort of what had always been at the root of their relationship—a deep, unwavering appreciation for each other. Constant texts, late-night debates over politics, and never-ending strategy sessions on the best way to dismantle capitalist wealth hoarding picked up as if they had never been interrupted in the first place. But this weekend was the first they had spent together since their split.

“You’re staring,” Nell called without looking up, adjusting her grip on the handle of the axe as she positioned the next log.

“I’m just looking,” Sarah responded innocently.

They had agreed that, although each of them was technically single, continuing to sleep together probably wouldn’t be in the best interest of their friendship. And Sarah was fine with that. Except for mornings like this, when Nell’s curved, sweat-slicked shoulders glistened under the sun as she grunted with the effort of splitting oak logs, causing Sarah’s stupid, stubborn hormones to stage a coup.

Thwack!

Sarah jumped as Nell brought the axe down in one strong, fluid swing, cracking the log clean in half. Nell looked up, those intense, steely eyes finding hers with a mischievous smirk. “No, you’re ogling, which is different from looking.”

“I was admiring,” Sarah offered, sitting up straighter, sipping her tea. “It’s called appreciation. Presumptuous of you to assume I would be ogling you. God, haven’t you heard of humility?”

Nell’s sharp laugh floated in the air between them as she raised the axe above her head once more, Sarah watching her strength as she swung the axe down swiftly, the split logs falling to either side of the stump. “Not since I was a teenager when I realized humility is a tool used to keep women in their place.” Nell wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand. “Come, your turn.” She motioned for Sarah to join her.

Sarah groaned. “I don’t want to get all sweaty. I already showered. I was planning on journaling or maybe doing a little yoga out on the dock.”

Nell held out a pair of gloves. “To protect those delicate hands of yours.” She winked, bending down and placing another log on the stump. “Gotta get your blood pumping to burn off some of that pent-up sexual frustration. You can’t journal your way out of a dry spell.”

Sarah rose from her chair, but not without sticking her tongue out at Nell, which only made the smirk on Nell’s face widen.

“I’ll even let you use the big axe,” she cooed, handing the tool to her.

“How generous of you.”

Sarah stepped squarely in front of the stump, appeasing Nell because this was them: challenging each other, endless banter, and safe surrender—repeat on a loop.

She grabbed the axe, Nell stepping close behind her to adjust her grip—deliberately, Sarah was sure. She breathed in the fresh and sweet scent of Nell, a woodsy scent mixed with sunscreen.

“That’s cheating,” Sarah said, her voice low as Nell gently corrected her hand placement.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Nell said, unbothered.

“You know this isn’t as effective when you’re shorter than I am.”

Nell’s fingers tightened around her wrist, sending a flash of memory through her to their first meeting. “I’ve had the pleasure of having you in plenty of positions over the years that shouldn’t have worked given our height difference, but what you should have learned by now is how resourceful I can be when it comes to getting the job done.” Sarah gulped as Nell stepped back. “Whenever you’re ready.” Nell motioned to the log in front of her.

Sarah rolled her eyes. “You’re so full of shit, you know that?” she muttered, raising the axe and bringing it down, the blade landing awkwardly in the log, cutting a path only partially through. She glanced at Nell who was watching her without comment, arms crossed, trying to contain her laughter. She was enjoying this far too much.

After five minutes, Sarah’s arms were burning as she leaned the axe against the stump, giving up after successfully splitting two logs. She was panting, droplets of sweat forming around her hairline as she pulled her honey-brown hair back into a ponytail. “Shut up,” she said, not looking at Nell.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You don’t have to. I can always tell what you’re thinking. And right now, you’re enjoying my humiliation and thinking dirty things.”

“And we’re having so much fun, aren’t we?” Nell replied, handing Sarah a water bottle she took without complaint.

“Always.” Sarah took a sip, the liquid cool on her tongue. “Fuck, it’s good to spend time with you again, but we should probably figure out how to do it without flirting with each other.”

“You started it with the look,” Nell murmured, turning to survey the expanse of lake before her.

They stood in silence for a moment as Sarah sipped the water, listening to the lake lapping against the rocks nearby and a bird calling in the distance—a loon, maybe? She’d have to check the bird book Nell had given her as a gift.

“So, celibacy? I thought you were dating again?” Nell asked abruptly.

To others, Nell’s quick pivots of conversations might come off as cold, but Sarah knew better than anyone that her mind was always moving in a thousand different directions at any given moment in time, and you just had to keep up.

“I am—well, I’m trying to. I’ve gone on a few dates in the last few weeks, but nothing has resulted in anything more promising than a first date. And I’m looking for love, not a hookup or a fling, so I don’t want to lead with sex, you know?” Sarah sank back down into the chair she had occupied earlier, Nell taking the one beside her.

“Well then, I think that will make the surprise I have for you even more meaningful.” Nell’s mouth curved into a grin. “I hired a matchmaker for you. And not just any matchmaker—the Janet Starr.”

Sarah sputtered on the water she had unfortunately tried to swallow as she processed Nell’s words. “You what?” she said, clearing her throat.

“You want to fall in love,” Nell said in her matter-of-fact business tone that Sarah had come to know so well. “I still want you to have everything you want, even though we’re not together, and honestly, it’s been painful hearing about your dates with mediocre women. I refuse to be followed by someone who isn’t even in your league. So I hired the best. You’re welcome.” Nell placed a hand on her hip, raising an eyebrow as if to challenge her.

“You hired…” Sarah said slowly, still processing.

“She’s the matchmaker for the elite and usually has a fifteen-month waitlist, but I called in a few favors for you.”

Sarah’s first thought was to be pissed off at Nell—at the audacity of her to swoop in to try and “fix” a problem that wasn’t there. She was doing fine with landing dates; that wasn’t the problem. No, the problem was finding dates where she actually felt something remotely resembling a spark.

“We have a call with her in fifteen minutes.” Nell’s smile widened, all teeth and no regret behind her eyes.

“You’re incorrigible, you know that?”

“You love it,” Nell said smugly.

She was right. Sarah did love it. Nell, for as much as she could be sometimes, was absolutely, unapologetically, and unequivocally herself. And that, Sarah had always loved about her.

She followed Nell up the stone steps set into the hillside leading up to the large “cabin” as Nell liked to call it. Sarah had been quick to point out that, to most people, a cabin didn’t come with an east and a west wing. Nell simply waved her off. Sarah also had been quick to point out that most people usually buy a lake house if they’re in the market for a summer home…not a whole-ass private island in the middle of nowhere, but this was Nell after all.

The purchase of the home had been part of one of the “projects” Nell had told her she needed some capital to finish up when Sarah had taken on her role at Nell’s company, StanCorp, as the head of the giving foundation designed to offload the majority of Nell’s billion-dollar wealth to notable causes.

Nell’s office sat at the very top of the cabin’s east wing with glass walls offering panoramic, sweeping views of the lake below. Being up there reminded Sarah of being in a deer blind high up in the trees where no one could see you but you could see everything.

As they entered, Nell moved with her usual elegant ease, barefoot and smug as she slid into the chair behind the desk, Sarah behind her and still slightly unnerved that she was about to meet her first billionaire matchmaker.

“So do the billionaire matchmaking services go away once we get your net worth down to nine hundred and ninety-nine million?” she joked lamely as Nell quickly typed on the keyboard. Nell didn’t reward her with a response. “You’re sure this woman’s not going to suggest a snobby hedge fund manager who raises prize horses?” Sarah grabbed one of the sleek, high-backed leather chairs in the corner of the room, placing it beside Nell and taking a seat.

“You’re nervous,” Nell said offhandedly. She had astute observations and a track record of being annoyingly correct. “Don’t be. Don’t you trust me?”

“I do, I just…” Sarah trailed off as Nell adjusted the lighting, muttering something about how video calls were flattering to absolutely no one.

“How are Lily and Wren feeling about the games?” Nell asked, pulling up her calendar.

“Good, I think. You know how Lily can be sometimes, how both the girls are. Lily’s lightning in a bottle, but she knows herself best. I think she’s a little nervous doing this without Jamie this time around, but she seems okay. And Wren—Wren is so focused and excited. I promised her I would try to get to as many games as I could. Thanks for getting the tickets all figured out.” Nell waved her off as she continued to click around the screen, sifting through her inbox. “Opening ceremonies are next week. Wren is already with her team, and Lily and Beth are in California. I’m heading there on Monday.”

There was a pause, and Nell nodded. “Wren’s good for Lily. They make sense together. I can see why it works.”

“Yeah, I still can’t believe they kept their relationship from us for almost six months. Honestly impressive, considering Wren can’t keep a secret to save her life.”

“Ah, yes,” Nell sing-songed, “the power young love has to make you keep secrets. Didn’t you ever have a thrilling crush that you wanted to keep all to yourself? I sure did, ask Nate.”

Sarah smiled, thinking back to her days at the all-girls catholic high school she had attended. “That’s besides the point,” she mumbled. Nell raised an eyebrow.

Sarah let her eyes wander to the framed photo on Nell’s desk, a picture of the two of them standing arm in arm at a charity gala the year before, laughing at something Nell had just whispered. Pure joy frozen in time.

“How’s Beth?” Nell asked nonchalantly.

Sarah’s posture stiffened. “She’s fine. I mean, I assume she’s fine. We don’t really talk much unless it’s about Lily.” She didn’t mean her words to come across as bitter as they did. She didn’t regret the space she had taken from Beth a few years ago. It had given her the clarity she had so desperately needed, but that didn’t mean she didn’t miss having Beth as a friend.

Nell didn’t comment right away, but Sarah could feel her penetrating eyes dissecting her thoughts. “That was kind of the whole point of you and me, right?” she said eventually. “You wanted to forget her. And I told you I could help with that.”

The truth hung in the space between them—just honest words. It was exactly what Nell had promised her three years before when they had entered into their relationship arrangement.

Sarah met her gaze. “You did help. In a million ways,” she said, sliding her hand into Nell’s, squeezing it gently. “And you continue to help me now, even though you really don’t have to.”

“I want you to find your person and be all gross and happy and sickeningly in love. But selfishly, this is for me because you’re taking too long and I’m impatient.” Nell hummed her amusement, turning back to the screen and clicking the mouse to join the meeting.

A moment later, an older woman with flowing gray curls appeared on the screen. She wore thick-framed neon-green glasses and a purple mumu patterned with golden eyes.

“Nell, my sweet, beautiful earth angel. Darling, how are you?”

Sarah looked at Nell curiously, but Nell only smiled brighter.

“Hello, Janet. Wonderful to see you. You’re looking well. Did Jalapeño enjoy the cat toys I sent?”

“Oh yes! They were a hit. Thank you. And you, starshine.” Janet turned her focus now to Sarah through the screen. “You must be Sarah. I see what you mean, Nell. She is gorgeous indeed.”

Sarah shifted slightly in her seat, sitting up a little straighter. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

“Janet, I know you and I have already talked about some details, but before we begin, I want to make one thing extremely clear: Sarah is the most extraordinary woman I’ve ever met. You’ll never find anyone as brilliant or loyal as she is. She deserves the world.” Nell turned towards her, a softer smile—the one reserved for the people she cared about—replacing her business one as she continued. “Please, for the love of god, do not match her with anyone who thinks ambition is a flaw or uses the term girlboss unironically. She needs a woman who is kind, smart, but also challenges her to think differently.”

Sarah stared at Nell, touched by the thoughtfulness she had put into this in her own special Nell way. She had been so worried about whether or not their friendship would survive after they had decided to give their version of a relationship a chance, but it was only now that she truly understood she never had a real need to worry. Because much like what Nell had once told her, her place in Nell’s life wasn’t dependent on whether or not they were sleeping together. And she had only reinforced that since their uncoupling in ways that made Sarah feel so secure in their decisions.

“Oh, and preferably a woman who is a bossy top that has a good therapist,” Nell added.

And there it was.

“Ignore her, please, Janet,” Sarah interjected, nudging Nell in the ribs with her elbow, somehow both mortified and moved.

“I ignore no one,” Janet said, eyes sparkling behind thick frames. “But I do take notes.”

“Well, my work here is done,” Nell said. “I’ll leave you two to talk details. Come find me when you’re finished.” She gave Sarah’s thigh a squeeze as she rose to her feet, exiting the office, and Sarah couldn’t help the flood of gratitude she felt for Nell in that moment.

She turned back to Janet. “Okay, I guess I’m doing this. Where do we start?”
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Eight days later, Sarah absently flipped through an interior design magazine in the lobby of her Los Angeles hotel. She had arrived the night before, still a few days ahead of the Olympic Games. She, Beth, and Lily had all agreed to meet in the lobby for their last breakfast before Lily would be in ‘locked in mode,’ as she called it.

With a slight flourish, Sarah flicked her wrist to check the time on the gold Cartier watch that had been a gift from Nell. Beth and Lily were officially late.

Just then, she caught the flash of blond braids as Lily approached her, quickly brushing past people lingering in the lobby.

“I’m sorry,” Lily chirped, pulling out her phone. “I got distracted on my walk over here. I stopped to take a few pictures.” She flipped her phone around so Sarah could see the photos filled with murals, signage, and buildings. “But I still beat Mama, so that has to count for something, right?”

“Barely,” came Beth’s familiar voice from beside her.

Sarah turned towards her, taking in the way the light danced off the frames of her sunglasses as Beth set them on top of her head.

Beth wiggled a small black notebook in her hands. “I got lost sketching in the park across the street.” She smiled widely.

“Oh! Show me,” Lily said excitedly, reaching for Beth’s sketchbook.

Creativity had never been a strong suit of hers, but Sarah loved that Lily had so clearly gotten her artistic spirit from Beth. Watching them share that bond had been one of the many highlights of raising Lily together.

Lily’s phone chimed with an incoming text, pulling her attention.

“Hope I didn’t keep you waiting too long,” Beth said softly, blue eyes landing directly on Sarah.

Her voice carried a heaviness it never had before. Light and effortless used to be synonymous with Sarah’s memories of Beth, but now she sounded like someone holding a concealed weight. Whatever Sarah was sensing was hidden well behind Beth’s composed exterior—and unless someone knew Beth in all the ways she did, they would never be able to tell.

“Change of plans, Moms,” Lily interjected, looking up from her phone. “Wren has some free time and if I call a car now, I’ll be able to see her for thirty minutes before the Games start, which is great because we didn’t think we were going to be able to.” Lily spoke quickly as she tucked her phone into the back pocket of her jeans, first hugging Beth, then Sarah. “Okay, bye! I’ll text you before the opening ceremonies and send you pictures and stuff.”

And just as quickly as she’d breezed in, Lily breezed out of the lobby, leaving Beth and Sarah standing shoulder to shoulder with bewildered expressions on their faces.

“Well, that’s a first,” Beth said with a small laugh. “We got ditched in favor of the girlfriend.”

Sarah laughed too. “I’m sure it won’t be the last time…” Her voice trailed off as she looked at Beth, unsure what to do next.

“You want to grab breakfast? Just us? There’s a place around the corner that does amazing breakfast tacos.”

Sarah hesitated for a moment as her mind flipped through all the variations and meanings ‘just us’ had held over the years. The ‘just us’ of their unlikely friendship forged in college, or the just-us-against-the-world mentality they had brought to their marriage until it no longer worked, and ‘just us’ in the half-silent dinners they had shared out of a mix of obligation and a desire to raise their daughter with as much love as possible. Every version of ‘just us’ they had lived together was so different. Sarah surmised that this was simply another version to add to the pile.

“Breakfast tacos sound great.” She smiled, following Beth out the door.

“Order number 79!” a man’s voice called fifteen minutes later. Beth stepped forward, grabbing their food as Sarah pulled napkins from a dispenser before joining Beth at one of the brightly colored picnic tables nearby. She slid into her seat across from Beth, a little uneasy. They had already moved through what Sarah deemed their safe topics, and they hadn’t even eaten yet.

She pulled her paper tray towards her with her order, scrambled egg and avocado tacos.

“Still no spicy food for you before noon, I see,” Beth observed as she bit into a spicy chorizo and egg taco.

“Not unless I want to feel like I swallowed the sun all day. I’ll keep to my extremely bland tacos. It’s best for all parties involved.”

Beth grinned, dabbing sauce from the corner of her mouth. “It’s nice to know some things never change.”

Her smile this time, Sarah noticed, was brighter. Seeing it made the tension she had been holding so tightly begin to slowly uncoil as she relaxed into shared space with Beth again.

“So what’s new with you? I feel like every time I see you, you’re either off to an important meeting for the foundation or a cool trip with Nell. Give me all the details so I can live vicariously through you.”

Sarah took a moment to finish chewing before speaking. “Aside from the trip to Minnesota last week, travel has been a little light, but I anticipate it’ll pick back up in the fall. Nell and I have some strategizing to do for the rest of the year.” She felt the words leave her lips, but they didn’t sound like her; instead, they came off robotic.

“Sounds…official,” Beth said, taking another bite.

An awkward silence stretched between them before Sarah broke it.

“I’m also dating again.”

What? No. That wasn’t what she had meant to say. Shit. Fuck.

Beth blinked, a puzzled expression spreading across her face. “So you and Nell broke up then?”

Sarah nodded.

“You okay? With the breakup, that is?” Beth asked, concern for Sarah’s well-being hanging in her question.

“Yup. We decided to end things together.” Sarah really didn’t want to get into details because, yes, she was perfectly okay, and she hoped Beth still knew her well enough to read between the lines. If Beth had more thoughts about her and Nell breaking up, she chose not to share them. Instead, she followed up with another question, her genuine curiosity on full display.

“So then, how’s dating going, I guess?”

Sarah breathed a sigh of relief, taking a sip of her water, thankful Beth didn’t press her for more details about her split with Nell. Okay, she could work with this. This didn’t seem to be treading on any ‘unsafe’ territory.

“Honestly? It’s weird as hell. I’ve gone on a few okay dates, but no sparks yet.” Sarah took a bite, thinking for a moment before continuing. “Nell hired a matchmaker for me.”

A wide smile cracked across Beth’s face, which loosened Sarah’s tension even more. “That feels exactly like the kind of thing she would do. What’s that been like? Working with a matchmaker?”

Beth seemed genuinely interested to hear more about it, so Sarah gave her the rundown of her meeting with Janet the week before.

“So now that the matchmaker has everything from me, I just wait for her to call and tell me where to meet my next date,” Sarah finished.

“Wow, what a charmed life you lead, Sarah Gallagher.” Beth laughed warmly as she picked up her remaining taco. Sarah couldn’t help but laugh, too.

“That’s all Nell. I’m still me, but my job comes with different perks now.” Their laughter faded, and Sarah felt the tension begin to pull again at the silence that followed.

Sarah wanted to ask Beth so many things about her life and how she was doing. Beth wasn’t someone she was used to staying on the surface with. From their very first meeting, she had metaphorically grabbed Sarah by the hand and pulled her down into the depths of her thoughts without hesitation. But that wasn’t them anymore. Sarah wasn’t sure if that was a part of whatever dynamic they were leaning on now.

A few minutes passed in silence as Sarah fought the urge to overanalyze every minute of their conversation so far. Her thoughts started to loop: Had she been weird? Too pushy? Too friendly? Not friendly enough?

Beth tucked a strand of hair behind her ear contemplatively. “You told me back in June that I could let you know if I wanted to talk about Jamie with you.”

Sarah watched Beth slide her sunglasses down over her eyes, blocking her ability to see what really lived behind them. “Yeah. Yes. Of course you can. What’s up?” What’s up? What’s up! Really? She chastised herself for not being more eloquent with her words.

“Transparently, things are kind of a clusterfuck,” Beth said in one breath, crinkling her paper napkin and tossing it on the empty tray in front of her.

Sarah’s head snapped up at that, startled more by the openness rather than the admission. She stayed quiet, letting Beth lead.

Beth’s tongue traced along her upper lip as she thought carefully. “Obviously, I miss Jamie so, so much. But…” She trailed off, eyes fixing on a spot on the lime green table top.

It was small, but it was there, that visible hesitation. Beth was deciding whether she trusted her with this. Sarah didn’t like the twist in her stomach that followed that realization because Beth’s trust had always been a given. There was a time in their lives when Beth would crawl into her lap on hard days and fall apart in the safety of her embrace, but those days were so far behind them.

“I’ve been stuck in this place where I don’t know the right way to grieve her anymore. I loved her, but I don’t know what we would have become if we had more time. Would we have broken up? Would we have gotten married? I have no clue. I honestly could have seen it going either way. And then comes the guilt because it doesn’t feel fair to think like that when she’s not here to prove me wrong. I’m stuck in this space between mourning and guilt, and to be honest, it’s starting to wear on me,” Beth finished, her chest heaving, fingers curled tightly around the water bottle in her hand. “Fuck. Sorry, Sar, I didn’t mean to unload on you like that,” she muttered, taking a swig from her water bottle. “I haven’t been able to say that to anyone, but it feels good to get it out there. Please don’t think I’m a bad person. I really do miss Jamie, but also, like, what the fuck, you know?”

Sarah was still hung up on the three-letter variation of her name that only Beth had ever called her. It had been a few years since she’d heard her say it.

Her first instinct was to offer up a solution. Something to solve Beth’s problem instantly, but all she could think was, I have no idea how to help her. I’m the last person who should be offering any kind of advice here. She reached her hand across the table, resting it in the space between them. Not quite touching Beth, but close enough that if Beth wanted to reach out, she could.

“I don’t know what the right answer is, but I do know that we all have thoughts we’re not proud of. But as far as those go, I think they’re pretty harmless and incredibly understandable.”

Beth looked up at her; Sarah caught her own gaze in the reflection of Beth’s sunglasses. Beth didn’t smile, only nodded.

Sarah didn’t know what it meant, what any of this meant, but she did know that Beth had trusted her with this, and maybe that was the stepping stone they needed to begin to build the foundation of a new kind of friendship between them. She removed her hand from the table, pulling her own sunglasses down over her eyes, and stood to deposit their trash in a nearby bin.

“I still can’t believe you let Nell hire a matchmaker,” Beth said, amusement lacing her words.

Sarah grinned. “Let is a bit of a stretch. It’s Nell. She kind of just does what she wants. You get used to it. At least I’ll have some good stories to tell you.”

Beth turned her gaze slightly to look at her as they walked back toward the hotel. “I’d like that. To hear them, I mean. I forgot how easy it is to talk to you.”

Sarah kept her eyes on the sidewalk ahead of them, but that didn’t stop the smile that slowly spread across her face. She wanted to say, me too, but instead she kept walking beside Beth, matching her stride for stride.


FOUR
LILY
JULY


A muted wall of noise pressed in around Lily as she shook out her arms under the hot arena lights, waiting for her cue to step onto the floor for her second-to-last event of the Olympic Games. It had been an intense week of competition; it was the Olympics after all. She had helped Team USA secure gold in the team all-around with her beam routine and had even picked up an unexpected gold on her individual uneven bar event. Still, it was the bronze medal for the individual all-around that had been gnawing at her for two days. It wasn’t the outcome she had planned for.

But it was fine. That’s just how things went sometimes. Lily would adjust. All she needed to do now was take the next ninety seconds of her life and give it everything she had. A judge motioned for her to step onto the floor. Time to shine.

The spring-loaded floor creaked beneath her feet as she took her starting position, inhaling deeply as she placed one hand on her hip, turning her head, waiting for her music to start.

Ninety seconds. That’s it. That’s all it was. Lily could do that except for… Bronze.

The word bounced around her head like a rubber ball, ricocheting off every surface. You didn’t win the all-around. You were supposed to, but you came up short. Maybe you’re not as good as everyone says.

“Get out of your head, Gallagher.”

Jamie’s voice cut through her mental chatter. It sounded so clear, so real, almost as if Jamie were standing on the mat beside her.

“And remember, have fun.”

Lily inhaled deeply as the first note of her floor music rang out.

Go. She stepped forward, arms sweeping delicately through the air with the rhythm of the music, her hips swiveling into an elegant pivot. Her first few movements were all dance elements, fluid and natural to her. The floor had always been her playground. Lily knew how to take up space here, how to own the air around her body.

She moved her way to the corner, heels aligning perfectly, preparing herself for her first big tumbling pass. The beat dropped. Arms pumped as she propelled herself forward in three powerful strides, launching her body into the air, twisting and flipping, landing perfectly on beat—exactly how she had trained for it. Lily couldn’t help the smile that tugged at her cheeks as the crowd cheered and she moved through her choreography to set herself up for her next pass.

Sixty seconds to go. Don’t think, keep it tight, let it rip, and stick it.

Again, Lily launched herself into the air, but halfway through the second rotation of her twist, she felt it. Something was off, she was half a beat early.

Oh no.

Time felt frozen as she tried to figure out a correction, a way to compensate for her mistake, but then the floor was beneath her, heels slamming into the padded surface. She heard a pop, followed by a pain ripping through the back of her left calf as if someone had taken a searing hot knife and sliced the muscle. She clutched her leg, her balance giving out, sending her toppling to the floor.

Lily couldn’t hear anything over the whooshing of her heart pounding in her chest as white-hot pain licked its way up her leg. She was pretty sure her music was still playing, but the pain—the pain. She slammed her palm into the floor as she gritted her teeth, trying to breathe through the throbbing, unable to help the way her vision went fuzzy.

The next thing she knew, she was looking up at the arena lights twinkling above her, slowly coming into focus, and she became loosely aware of people moving around her. Had she passed out? That was definitely not good.

“Vitals are stable. Spinal check, clear.”

Lily shifted uncomfortably as a uniformed medic squeezed her calf.

“Thomson test indicates a tear.”

“Okay, let’s boot her.”

Lily listened to their voices as the same medic quickly immobilized her foot.

“What’s going on?” she asked numbly.

“Looks like a potential Achilles tear. We’re going to get you all ready for transport and then off to the medical facility for some imaging. The team doctor will meet you there.”

“What about my moms?” she asked, suddenly feeling the need to have both of them by her side. “Is someone getting them? They texted me where they’re sitting. If you just get me my phone—” She tried to stand up but the medic placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, keeping her down.

“Lily, don’t try to stand up. It’s okay. Someone is getting your moms. We need to get you up and off the floor now. On the count of three, we’re going to move you to the gurney.”

Twenty minutes later, her moms slipped into the room she had been placed in shortly after arriving at the medical center. Her mom was, unsurprisingly, on the phone, talking quickly in a hushed tone as words like ‘specialist’ and ‘triage priority’ came Lily’s way. Meanwhile, her mama pulled up a chair next to her cot, scooting closer, brushing her hair gently in that comforting way Lily always craved when she was upset.

“Hi,” Lily said, tiredness creeping into her voice. The room felt floaty, no doubt the effects of the pain medication the medics had given her.

“Hey, love.” Beth’s voice was gentle, filled with understanding. Lily was grateful that she seemed calm, rather than panicked, as she had expected. Calm was exactly the vibe she needed right now.

“I’m sorry if I scared you,” Lily said preemptively, trying to get ahead of a lecture she wanted to avoid. “I knew in the air that something was off and…” Her voice trailed off at her mama’s gentle squeezing of her hand.

“You’re okay, and that’s all that matters to us.”

Lily searched the blue eyes that mirrored her own, looking for a deeper disappointment lying somewhere beneath the surface, but she couldn’t find it.

“Nobody texted Wren, right? She’s got a game today, which means tech blackout—no phones, no socials. I don’t want her to know what’s going on until after she plays. I know she’ll be worried about me.”

Her mama opened her mouth to answer, but her mom’s movement on the other side of the room pulled their attention as she slid her phone back into her pocket. “Our second opinion will be here within two hours from San Diego. Nell called in a favor and is arranging transportation.”

Lily groaned. Her mom was always doing stuff like this—just a little over the top. “Mom, I haven’t even seen the team doctor yet. Don’t you usually need a first opinion before getting a second?”

“We’re doing our due diligence, Lils. Your contract with the Gymnastics Federation entitles you to seek medical assessment outside what the team provides.”

Oh yes, the contract. “Okay fine, but promise me you’re not going to get weirdly intense with the team doctor.” Lily shifted her gaze to her mama, silently pleading for backup.

“When have I ever gotten weirdly intense about anything?” Sarah shrugged, sliding into the empty chair on the other side of the cot.

“Oh, never, can’t think of a single time,” Lily said under her breath.

Her mama’s hand patted her thigh gently. “We are so lucky to have someone like your mom who loves with so much care. Can it be a little intense sometimes? Yeah, but I wouldn’t trade that for the world. Plus, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree because you, my dear, have always had your own little fire. And trust me, it’s just as intense.”

A look passed between her moms, reminding Lily of their silent language she had never quite been able to decipher.

“Intensity isn’t a bad thing, Lils,” her mom added, leaning back in the chair.

This time, Lily did roll her eyes. “Oh my god, it’s not that deep, guys. You can just be a little embarrassing sometimes,” she grumbled, leaning back into the pillows. “Both of you.”

“There is absolutely nothing embarrassing about using your voice to advocate for yourself,” Sarah said with her usual confidence.

“Okay, I get it. Can we talk about something else?” Lily shifted against the thin sheets, trying to get comfortable with her foot elevated. “Did the team already put out a statement?”

“Yes, the official statement is that you’ve been injured and are pending further evaluation. The Team USA Alternate will replace you in the beam final. Here.” Sarah flipped her phone screen toward Lily so she could see the social media post.

“Well, at least Hadley Knight will get a chance to show the world what she can do. She deserves to shine, too,” Lily said, referring to the alternate.

A knock came at the door before the familiar team doctor entered the room, followed by two of the team’s medical staff. Lily listened, or at least tried to hear through pain medication induced fog. She heard the words rupture, surgery, and recovery as she tried to digest what Dr. Ryan was saying. All eyes looked to her to decide what to do next, which momentarily confused her because she didn’t feel like enough of a grown-up to be making any decisions, let alone ones as serious as this. But she was nineteen; legally, she was an adult.

Shortly after Dr. Ryan left to give her and her moms some time to think about things, the second opinion arrived. Dr. Mel Thatcher—Dr. Mel, as she insisted—reiterated what Dr. Ryan had delivered. Lily had managed to rupture her Achilles Tendon, and it would require surgery to fix.

“And what does my recovery time look like? I need to get back to training as quickly as possible. My college season starts in December.”

Dr. Mel gave her a long, serious look, considering her fully. Lily returned it, equally as serious.

“It’s unlikely that I’d advise returning to competition this year. If I were being conservative, based on the MRI and ultrasound results and the severity of the rupture, you’re looking at a minimum of six months before you would even be able to get back on a mat with any kind of load-bearing movement.”

Six months? Was she serious? “Why?” Lily asked. “The team doctor seems to think I could be competing in December, which would only be five months away.”

Dr. Mel grinned. “I didn’t say it was impossible, I said I wouldn’t advise it if you were my patient. I tend to think longer term—not the next few months, but the next few years.” Lily picked up the shift in her tone as Dr. Mel crossed her arms, leaning against the counter opposite the cot. “You need to ask yourself what your goals are here. What matters most right now. If your priority is making it back in time for the college season, that’s doable—with risk. But if you have your sights set on a third Olympics? Then rushing your recovery could jeopardize that. The risk of reinjury is high.”

Another Olympics. Lily hadn’t considered that as an option. Two had felt impossible enough. A third would be the dream, but did she really have it in her? She didn’t know the correct answer, and she didn’t have a strong feeling either way.

“How soon would I need the surgery?” she asked, fingers toying with the strings of her Team USA hoodie.

“I’d want it taken care of no later than tomorrow evening,” Dr. Mel said simply.

“Okay. Thank you. I think I need a little time to consider things.”

Dr. Mel left the room, saying they had her number and to call her when she made a decision.

Lily shut her eyes momentarily, thinking, before asking, “What time is it?”

“Almost seven, sweetie,” her mom answered.

“Wren’s game is starting soon. Can you get my bag for me? I need my tablet so I can watch.”

Sarah got up as Beth leaned closer to Lily again. “Lils, you need to decide what to do. I don’t think it can wait till after Wren’s game,” she said quietly.

“I’ll know by the start of the game,” Lily said, not looking up as she pulled the tablet from the bag her mom had handed her. “I just need some time to think.” She glanced at her moms. “Can I have a few minutes alone? You guys should grab food or something. When you get back, I’ll know.” She tried to make herself sound nonchalant, unbothered even.

Her moms shared that look again before Beth spoke. “If that’s what you want, Lily, but we can also stay and talk through things with you.”

“No, it’s fine. I’m pretty sure I know what the answer is, I just want a few minutes to sit with it, you know?” The throbbing sensation in her foot was returning and she pressed the heel of her hand into her thigh to counterbalance the ache.

“We’ll be back in fifteen minutes,” Sarah said as she pulled the door open for Beth. The two of them disappeared into the hall, leaving Lily alone with her thoughts.

It took her a minute to set up her iPad with the feed for Wren’s game. If they won today, the USWNT would head on to the gold medal match. She tapped the mute button, leaving the feed to run in the background of her thoughts. Then, Lily shifted her focus. What to do about her predicament?

She had been excited when Dr. Ryan said he didn’t see any reason why she wouldn’t be able to compete in her college season. But Dr. Mel had given her more to think about. Lily had pretty much written off a third Olympics. But that idea excited her more than the thought of rushing through her rehab just so she could compete in December. The Olympics had always been the dream, not collegiate athletics.

She closed her eyes again, leaning back into the pillows. What she really wanted, more than anything, was to be able to ask Jamie what she would do. Jamie always had the answers, or at least some weirdly abstract way of getting her to them. But she couldn’t do that. Not anymore.

A flash of wild curls crossed her tablet screen as Wren zoomed in and out of the frame, running through her warm-up alongside her teammates. Lily beamed at the sight of her; she couldn’t help it. Even through a screen, the sight of Wren made her want to smile.

Lily reached for her phone, pulling up the group chat she kept with her moms.

Lily to the Gallagher Girls 6:54 PM


Decision made. I want to go with Dr. Mel’s approach. Mom, please let her know. Also, I’m craving lime Jello. Can you find me some?




She tossed her phone down onto the bed beside her, sighing, that little voice in the back of her head whispering, What if I’m not the comeback type?

That evening, after she and her moms had watched Wren’s game, all crowded around Lily’s tablet, her moms had flipped a coin to decide who would stay overnight with her in the medical center. Sarah won and had just drifted off to sleep in the recliner next to her when Lily’s phone lit up with a text.

Wren 12:04 AM


Are you awake?




She looked over at her mom, whose chest rose and fell rhythmically with her sleep, before deciding to call Wren anyway. She needed to hear her voice. Wren answered on the first ring.

“Lily, oh my god, I’m so sorry, I just got done with team stuff, and I saw the post about your fall, and then I saw the video—you’re okay, right? I mean, obviously, you’re calling me, but, like, you’re okay? What’s the plan? Wait, did you break something? Shit, do you need surgery?”

Lily had always found Wren’s rambles to be so amusing—they were filled with so much heart, and it was exactly what she needed right now. Something familiar to sink into.

“Hey, superstar,” she said softly into the phone, keeping her voice low so as not to wake her mom.

“Why are you whispering?” Wren asked.

“Mom’s staying at the medical center with me tonight. Surgery is scheduled for tomorrow morning. Ruptured Achilles Tendon. I’m about to rock a pretty sexy boot for a while.”

“Lils, that’s—I’m sorry. That’s rough.”

There was quiet on the line as Wren’s truth sat there in the space neither of them was attempting to fill. Lily liked that about Wren—as nervous with her words as she could be, she always understood the times when Lily didn’t want to say anything more on a subject.

“It’s going to make for one hell of a comeback story,” Lily joked weakly. “Can we talk about you now, superstar? That cross to Watson was perfection.”

She could practically hear Wren’s pride through the phone and she marveled at the way it pulled her own out.

“Yeah,” Wren said excitedly. “I mean, everything just fell into place. She was exactly where she needed to be, and I saw the opportunity and⁠—”

“Hey, Wren.” Lily cut her off. “Take the compliment, okay?”

“Okay,” Wren said sheepishly.

More silence followed, accompanied by the rustling of fabric as Wren moved around on the other end of the call. But Lily didn’t mind. Her presence, even quietly, felt so good in whatever form she could get it.

“I wish I could be there tomorrow when you get out of surgery. I might be able to talk to the coaches, but I don’t know.”

“Absolutely not,” Lily said indignantly. Was Wren serious? She had a gold-medal match to prepare for; Lily was the last thing she should be thinking about right now.

“I’m serious, Lily, I want to be there.” Wren’s eager voice came through the speaker, but Lily cut her off.

“I thought you wanted a gold medal?”

“What?”

“Wren, the whole point of us working so hard to get here was gold. I got mine, now go get yours. Don’t worry about me. I’ll let you know how surgery goes, but promise me that between now and then, you’ll put all your energy into focusing on the gold medal match.” Her voice strained as she tried to convey her seriousness without waking her mom.

“I promise,” Wren grumbled with a small laugh.

More silence passed before a thought popped into Lily’s head, and before she could stop herself from thinking it through in detail, the words were already leaving her mouth. “Would it make you feel better about missing my surgery if we told everyone we’re dating?”

“Are you serious?” Wren asked quickly. “I thought—the rules? Not until after the Olympics.”

“Semantics,” Lily whispered, looking over at her mom to make sure she was still asleep. “They’re basically over, right? Besides, I want people to know you’re my girlfriend, don’t you?”

Wren considered her for a moment. “I mean, yeah, but, like, I don’t want you to feel like it’s rushed or anything⁠—”

“Wren, I want this. Compromise? How about an Instagram story soft launch? I’ll put something up, and you repost it. Here, I’ll do it now.”

“Wha—now?

“Yes, now. C’mon, Wren.”

“Okay, if you’re sure.”

Lily navigated to the app and opened a photo of the two of them taken at her mom’s house right before they left for the Olympics. Lily had her arms wrapped around Wren’s lanky frame, and she was looking up at Wren like she hung the moon, because in her mind, Wren Parker had. She added text to the screen that read “always, forever @wrenigade.”

She hit send, and the photo disappeared, out into the void of the internet.

“There. Done,” Lily confirmed.

“Holy shit,” Wren said, shock still in her voice. “I mean, I’m so stoked…but holy shit. We just came out.”

“Yeah, we did.”


FIVE
BETH
AUGUST


Beth stood behind the baked goods display case at the Grumpy Goat, delicately lining up pastries, arranging them in pleasing patterns and stacks. See? she told herself. A small win for creativity. She made a mental note to tell Lenore about it at her next session.

In the whirlwind of the Olympics, Lily’s injury, and just life, Beth had canceled her last two therapy sessions—or at least that was the rationale she had given herself. But in reality, she felt guilty. She hadn’t made much of an attempt to work on the homework Lenore had tasked her with at the end of their session in May. She had been meaning to get around to it, but as she often repeated to herself, life had other plans.

The bell over the door rang out as Lily attempted to push her way in on the mobility scooter she had been given for her recovery.

Dylan whipped around the counter, holding the door for Lily.

“I’m so ready to be done with this thing,” Lily mumbled, rolling herself towards the table at the end of the coffee bar where she had taken to posting up for the afternoon on days Beth worked.

“Get bored at the house already?” Beth asked, reaching for a cup and a pen. She scrawled Lily’s order across it and handed the cup off to Dylan.

“Yup. This has been pure torture.” Lily groaned, gesturing to her foot as she elevated it on a chair in front of her, situating herself. “I’ve never been very good at sitting still.”

Beth slid into the chair opposite Lily. “Unfortunately, no, you haven’t.”

“I brought something for you!” Lily said excitedly, reaching into her backpack and pulling out a package of markers then thrusting them into Beth’s hands. “Here. I wanted you to draw something on my cast. You said you would, remember? Everyone else already has, and I even got Nell to sign it.” Lily shifted her leg, showing off the various signatures, wishes, and doodles that adorned the cast.

Beth turned over the package of markers in her hand. She had said that and she didn’t want to break her promise. It was a little doodle. You can do it. Just like the rosetta. Just a little something. Her fingers worked a few of the markers free and she began to draw.

“What did you decide on?” Lily asked, smiling brightly.

“You’ll have to wait and find out.” Beth stuck out her tongue, angling her head so her hair fell in a curtain, blocking Lily’s view, causing her to laugh.

“So dramatic.”

Lily and Dylan chatted animatedly as Beth filled in her drawing with gentle sweeps of vibrant yellow streaked with orange.

“I’m moving into the new apartment next week before classes start,” Dylan said. “I’m still bummed you’re not coming back this year.”

“I know, but that’s not part of the plan anymore. I have 1,436 days until the next Olympics and a lot of work to do. We’re still gonna see each other, though. I’ll be over all the time, I promise,” Lily reassured. “Plus, you’ll probably get more studying done without me around.”

Beth listened as she took the black marker and added the final outline to her drawing. It was silly, really, but a familiar twinge of creativity coursed through her as the marker moved. She made a mental note to text Sarah later. They might need to talk about keeping an eye on Lily’s comeback timeline, knowing how easily her focus could slip into fixation.

The bell chimed over the door, drawing Beth’s attention. She capped the marker she had been using and rose to her feet.

“A lily? Really, Mama?” Lily said sarcastically, rolling her eyes.

“It’s a crocus actually. I’ve always loved them, especially the yellow ones.” Beth smiled, stepping behind the counter and moving towards the register. “Hi, welcome in, sorry about that. What can I get you?” She glanced at the woman in front of her, hesitating slightly in recognition of the auburn hair. “Oh hi, it’s you—I mean, Liv, right?” She fumbled over her words, reaching for the marker on the counter.

“Yes, it’s me.” Liv grinned, her gaze quickly flicking over Beth.

The light streaming through the window crossed Liv’s face at that moment, making Beth notice the way her eyes looked like little sunbursts, warm amber blending into a blueish green in a way she had never seen before. Liv tilted her head, shifting the light, and Beth watched, entranced by the way the colors in her eyes swirled like a kaleidoscope.

“Beth, right?”

“Yup, that’s me. What can I get for you?”

Liv leaned one hand on the counter, looking up at the menu. She wore a gray, oversized crewneck sweatshirt over bike shorts, looking like she had come straight from a workout class. But there it was again, that flicker of warmth in Beth’s chest, like a fire reigniting.

“You know what, your recommendation last time was delicious. Let’s see if you can go two for two.” Liv grinned. “What would you recommend?” She leaned forward slightly, waiting for Beth’s answer.

“I think that depends on what you’re in the mood for.” Beth tapped her pen against her chin. I can do this, she thought. She could crank up the flirtation. She wanted to, but it had been a while since she’d flirted with anyone, not since… “Are you in the mood for something refreshing? Something fun? Or something with a bite?”

Liv laughed, the sound warm and amused. “In a perfect world, all three, but let’s stick with fun for now.”

“Are you sure? I have something new I’ve been working on that would fit all three. It might be perfect—if you’re willing to take a little risk with your caffeine,” Beth said, enjoying how Liv’s smile stretched even further, accentuating deep lines at the corners of her mouth.

“I’m more than okay with a little risk. I’ll take that option.” Liv smirked, handing over her card. Beth waved her off.

“It’s on the house. You’re taste testing a new drink for me, it’s the least I can do.”

Beth stepped behind the bar, shooting a glance at Lily, who was, thankfully, engrossed in the portable gaming device she had brought with her. After a few minutes and some careful measuring, Beth produced one orange-cardamom cold brew, complete with rose cold foam. She handed it across the counter to Liv, waiting as she brought the plastic-free straw to her lips, taking her first sip.

“Fuck, that’s delicious,” she said, holding the drink out, looking at it, and then back at Beth. “You were right, it’s the perfect mix of refreshing and fun with a bite. I might have to start letting you make all my coffee choices for me.”

The moment lingered between the two of them. Beth nervously rubbed the palms of her hands against the apron tied around her waist. It had been a while since someone made her feel this open. It was tentative, but that feeling was definitely there, like it was slowly waking up.

“There’s a question I’d like to ask you,” Liv started, setting her drink on the counter, leaning towards her once more. “I also recognize that you are at your place of employment, so please stop me if this is overstepping, but I’d love to get your number.”

Heat rose in Beth’s cheeks as she smiled. Good, she had read their interaction correctly, making this moment even more satisfying.

“You already have it,” she said smugly, turning Liv’s cup around where, scrawled in black marker, was her number along with the words call me.

Liv let out a laugh. “Oh, you are delightfully fun, you know that? I love that you beat me to it. Well, I guess the ball is in my court now. You’ll definitely be hearing from me soon.”

Liv picked up her coffee, tossing a wink at Beth before turning and leaving the shop with the same chime that had welcomed her in.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, Mama, but you actually have game,” came Lily’s voice from the other end of the coffee bar, where she and Dylan were holding back laughter.

“I thought that went pretty well,” she said, busying herself with restocking cups, letting her mind wander into the unfamiliar territory of excitement.

Liv had been right when she said Beth would be hearing from her soon. By the time her shift was over and she and Lily had arrived home, a text from Liv was waiting with a handful of proposed times for their date. They settled on the upcoming weekend. Liv sent the address where Beth should meet her, promising a truly unique experience. But when Beth asked what kind of clothes she should wear, hoping for a hint of what their date might entail, Liv told her that her usual everyday clothes would do.

Beth was even more confused when she pulled up to the address on the day of the date only to find herself at a small private marina with one other car in the parking lot.

Liv leaned against the hood of a mint green lifted classic Ford Bronco.

“So you’re the owner of the Landrover. I keep seeing it around town and can’t help but admire it from afar. It’s such a good-looking car,” Liv said with a smile, pulling her sunglasses down over her eyes, wisps of red hair twirling around her in the light breeze.

“Guilty. I’ve been restoring it for years. But look at you. This is, what, a first-generation Ford Bronco? I’m guessing 1967, but I might be a few years off.” Beth looked closely at the car Liv still leaned against, denim shorts exposing lanky, toned legs, and Beth couldn’t help how her eyes lingered for a moment before finding Liv’s gaze.

“1968. I do appreciate a woman who knows her vintage cars, but you don’t strike me as a car type, so who was it? Your dad? A brother? An ex-girlfriend?”

Beth smiled, sliding her hands into the front pockets of her high-waisted linen shorts. “It was actually my grandfather. I’m an only child, and both my parents are psychology professors—more about books and philosophical debates than cars. I spent a lot of time with my grandfather as a kid. The Landrover was actually his. He left it to me.”

“I’m sure he’d be pleased seeing the condition you’ve gotten it to.” Liv stepped away from the Bronco, walking towards the dock and motioning for Beth to follow. “So, are you ready to go on a little adventure?” She nodded in the direction of a small seaplane tied to the end of the dock, weather-beaten boards creaking beneath their feet as they walked, causing a handful of seagulls to take flight.

Beth raised a brow. “This doesn’t look like a restaurant.”

“Excellent eye, it’s not,” Liv said, picking a small duffel bag up off a bench as they moved towards the plane. “Thought we’d skip brunch. Pancakes feel a little overrated when you have the chance to fly over actual whales.”

Flying? In a tiny plane? Whales?

“You’re not afraid of flying, are you?” Liv asked, stopping in front of the plane.

“No,” Beth said quickly. “You have a license, though, right?”

“Yes, Beth, I have my pilot’s license.” Liv chuckled, opening the door to the plane, tossing the duffel bag inside. “Don’t worry, you’re in excellent hands. I promise. And I even packed snacks,” she added, holding out a hand to Beth to help her step into the small aircraft.

Beth had never been in a seaplane before. Her nerves hummed beneath her skin as they ascended, the island shrinking away beneath them. But Liv quickly eased her nerves as Beth watched her, smooth and self-assured, at the controls of the aircraft. Her voice came easily through the headset she had given Beth as they chatted.

As it turned out, she and Liv had a fair amount in common. A deep appreciation for vintage cars, a love of art, and an insatiable love for brown sugar cinnamon Pop-Tarts.

“I’m convinced they put something addictive in them,” Liv declared as they reached their cruising altitude, heading up the Puget Sound. “Oh, amazing! Look down and to your right. Do you see that?”

Beth looked down into the water beneath them. Sun sparkled across the surface, broken only by the tiny whitecaps of waves. “What am I looking at?” she asked, still searching below.

“There!” Liv gestured with her hand.

That’s when Beth saw it—a small group of humpback whales at the surface of the water.

“Oh my god, how cool is that?” She looked over at Liv, who was smiling at her, watching her with a look of pure joy.

“Pretty cool indeed.”

They spent an hour flying over the sound, chatting, one occasionally interrupting the other when they thought they spotted something interesting. Silence wove its way between their chatter, but it was always comfortable. That part surprised Beth more than anything.

She had left all of her expectations for today at home. The goal was simply to get herself here without overthinking it. And Beth was surprised how easy that had been. Almost alarmingly easy.

Liv leaned closer, her voice dropping. “So, I’ve got a burning question for you.”

“Burning, you say?” Beth smiled, shooting her a glance.

“How is someone like you still single?”

Beth’s stomach dropped as she hesitated. “I could ask you the same question,” she said quietly, buying herself a little time.

“And if you did, I would tell you it’s because I’m looking for something very…specific… Something I’m willing to wait for until I find it,” Liv said with a wide grin.

Beth looked out the window, unsure how best to answer Liv’s original question. She could lie, make something up, or deflect. But Liv’s easy charm and the lack of pressure she put on her today made Beth want to try the truth instead. There was no reason to hide from it. “One could say I’m single due to a series of unfortunate events, if you want a more dramatic response. But the straightforward version is that my girlfriend died of cancer a little over a year ago.”

Her eyes locked on the horizon, not daring to look over at Liv, waiting to see how she would respond to that truth. Talking about a dead ex really didn’t make for the best first date convo, and Beth knew that.

Liv was quiet, but it didn’t feel uncomfortable. Her silence felt like respect. Respect for Beth’s admission. Then came her soft voice. “I’m really sorry.”

Beth let out a long breath, relieved. “Thank you, I appreciate that. But I’m good.” She was good—she wouldn’t have said yes to this date if she weren’t ready. And when Liv had asked, it had felt right. It was time. She needed to move forward in life again. “It is—it was complicated.” Beth shifted in her seat. “But, enough about my baggage.” She tried to laugh it off, tried being the key word, because what came out of her mouth instead was an uneasy sound that definitely wasn’t adding to the air of confidence she was trying very hard to hold on to.

Liv looked at her, lips curving into a smile. The sun glinted off the frames of her aviator sunglasses as she tilted the plane down, easing it into a gentle descent. “We all come with baggage. Isn’t the whole point to find someone whose baggage goes with yours?”

“I guess when you put it like that,” Beth mused, grateful for the way Liv seemed to exist so easily, like nothing could weigh her down.

The plane glided across the water with a splash, sending ripples across the surface as it moved towards the end of the dock. Liv hopped out to secure the plane before holding a hand out to Beth, helping her down.

Beth’s head was still buzzing from the excitement of the flight, their conversation, and the way Liv had made everything feel so effortless.

“Seriously, that was incredible. What an experience.” Beth turned to face Liv. “I can’t remember the last time I had that much fun. Thank you for inviting me out today.”

Liv tilted her head, smile wide. “I had a good time too.”

The sun peeked out from behind a cloud, the light hitting them, making Liv’s hair glow a fiery red. Their eyes locked, and a moment passed between them as Beth nervously fiddled with her sunglasses. There was a beat of something, a flash she thought she saw in Liv’s eyes, too. Beth instinctively leaned in, following that feeling, her gaze dropping to Liv’s lips as her pulse quickened at the thought of kissing someone who wasn’t Jamie, but as soon as that thought entered her mind, a louder voice saying it was time pushed it out.

Liv was leaning in too, but to Beth’s surprise, instead of a kiss, Liv hugged her. Firm and friendly. A swift sucker punch to her ego.

Beth blinked because what was that?

“Oh,” she said, surprise covering up the embarrassment that was slowly creeping in. “I—I thought…”

Liv met her eyes. “You were reading it right, don’t worry. I did have a great time. And I’m not going to lie, the physical attraction is definitely there.” Her gaze dropped the length of Beth’s body, which confused her even more.

Beth tilted her head. “But?”

“But I’m not feeling it. I don’t think you and I are supposed to go past this,” Liv said gently. “It’s just not the vibe I’m getting.”

“Not the vibe?” Beth said, trying to follow.

“And it’s not because of the dead girlfriend thing,” Liv added quickly. “I actually think that part of your story is fascinating. I’d love to hear more about it over a glass of wine sometime. But just…as friends.”

“As friends.” Beth exhaled, nodding as she rearranged her expectations. She was a big enough woman to admit her ego was perhaps the tiniest bruised in that moment. But that was the risk of dating, right? “You know what? That sounds like what I need more of right now anyway.” She smiled, juggling her keys in her hands. “Thanks for the day, Liv. It was fun. Text me when you want to grab that drink,” she said, pulling her car door open, sliding in, and driving away.

At home, Beth pushed her way through the front door, the whine of the hinges reminding her that she needed to WD-40 them. Jamie had always taken care of that. Excited chatter coming from the back of the house met her ears. Sarah was here, her familiar Porsche parked in the driveway. Beth slipped off her sandals and placed her keys in the dish on the entry table.

Lily was propped up on the couch, exactly where Beth had left her before heading out for her date. Sarah, however, was a new, though not unwelcome, addition.

“Hey, you two,” she called, making a last-minute pivot into the kitchen to pour herself a glass of water. Sarah and Lily looked up at her with matching smiles.

“Hi! How was your date?” Lily asked excitedly.

“Oh, a date?” Sarah looked at her from her spot on the sunken couch opposite Lily, eyes bright.

“Yeah, Mama has some serious game,” Lily said, launching into a retelling of how Beth had given Liv her number at the coffee shop. Heat rose in Beth’s cheeks as she sipped her water. It was interesting hearing her daughter talk about her flirting game.

“Ah, yes, I am familiar with your mother’s game. Sounds like it’s gotten better since the last time I experienced it.” Sarah winked at Beth over the frames of her tortoise shell glasses, making her pause.

The teasing was back.

Sarah was using the same teasing tone that had always been so quintessentially them. It had waned over the years, disappeared completely when Sarah had taken her space the year before Jamie died, but it was slowly slipping back into their interactions. Beth had first noticed it back in the hotel room before Lily’s trials, when she had pretty spectacularly managed to mishandle their daughter’s coming out.

“I’m extremely suave these days,” she said sarcastically, crossing the room and plopping herself down onto the couch next to Lily.

“So how was it?” Lily pushed, wanting all the details.

“It was good. I had a lot of fun,” Beth said, attempting to keep things on the surface.

Sarah studied her—a feeling Beth wasn’t used to anymore.

Lily groaned, tossing a throw pillow at her. “Details, Mama.”

“Okay, fine,” Beth conceded. “She took me flying around the sound in a seaplane. We saw a handful of humpback whales and a ton of sea lions. The weather was great.”

“And?” Lily pressed.

Beth laughed. “And there won’t be a second date.”

“What? Why not?” Lily sat forward, her leg shifting and nearly falling off the pile of precariously stacked pillows elevating it.

“Because not every date leads to a second date, love. And that’s okay.” Her gaze shifted to Sarah, who was still looking at her over the rim of her glasses. Beth stood, brushing invisible lint from her shorts. “Do you have everything packed downstairs?” she asked Lily.

Lily didn’t answer, her attention on her phone. Sarah nudged Lily with her foot, making her look up. “Hey, what was that for?” she asked.

“I asked you a question and you didn’t answer,” Beth said. “She was getting your attention. Who’s so important?” She already knew the answer.

Lily smirked, a hint of a blush tinging her cheeks. “It’s Wren. We haven’t been able to catch up in a few days since her schedule has been insane. But she finally has a break in all her interviews and training to FaceTime, and then she’s home next weekend. What was your question?”

“Is your bag for Mom’s ready to go?” Beth repeated.

“Yup, all set. There’s a bag and a backpack.”

Sarah rose from her spot on the couch, taking a moment to stretch. “I’ll help you,” she offered, heading toward the hallway before Beth could say no.

Together, they moved down the hallway towards the basement staircase. Beth was aware of Sarah’s proximity beside her—an oddly grounding presence even after everything that they had been through. They moved easily together, falling into an old rhythm that sometimes still surprised her.

At the bottom of the stairs, once they were entirely out of earshot of Lily, Sarah touched her arm lightly. “You okay? I’m sorry that the second date didn’t pan out. Her loss.” She smiled reassuringly.

Beth looked at her. “Yeah,” she said. Then quieter, “You were right. Dating is weird as hell. Especially after everything.”

Sarah let out an easy laugh. “God, it really is. Dating in your forties is not for the faint of heart. Is it asking too much to find a woman who is financially secure, emotionally intelligent, and has a modicum of their shit together?”

“I take it no luck with the matchmaker?” Beth asked, reaching for one of Lily’s bags as Sarah reached for the other.

“I wouldn’t know, haven’t been on a matchmaker date yet. I rescheduled the last one because Nell and I had to go to Connecticut for a fundraiser,” she said with an unbothered shrug. “But I promise, as soon as I do, you’ll be the first to know. I need to commiserate with someone through all of this. At least we have each other, right?”

Each other.

Sarah’s comment rang in her head loud and clear. “Yeah, thank god for that,” Beth said, a tiny smile pulling at the corners of her mouth.

They reached the top of the stairs where Lily was waiting for them with her crutches. Sarah held a hand out, taking the bag from Beth.

“You sure? I can bring it to the car,” she offered.

“I’ve got it,” Sarah reassured with an easy grin.

Beth leaned in, hugging Lily, kissing the top of her head. “Be good. I’ll see you at the coffee shop on Tuesday?”

“Yeah, Wren will probably come too. She has an off day,” Lily said into her shoulder.

“Can’t wait to see her,” Beth said, releasing Lily and pulling the door open for the pair. “Have fun, you two.”

She watched from the porch as Sarah and Lily maneuvered their way down the steps to the car. Once Lily was situated, Sarah climbed into the driver’s seat, giving Beth a small wave as she pulled out of the driveway.

The house was quiet in the wake of their departure. Beth stood there for a moment, her fingers still curled loosely around the doorknob, listening to the silence. She was alone, something that had become a little too familiar. She exhaled slowly as the weight of her day—the weight of the year, honestly—pressed in on her.

She had done it. She had gone on a date. Something that even a few weeks ago had felt so impossible. But she had done it. And she had even enjoyed herself, which surprised her most of all.

Beth made her way into the living room. Lily’s water glass still sat on the coffee table and the blanket and pile of pillows she had been using were strewn all over the couch. She rolled her shoulders, bringing a hand to rub the back of her neck. She should clean up. The thought ran through her head, but she ignored it.

A bath. That sounded like a much better use of her time. Relaxation was always the answer—something warm and comforting. Her feet guided her up the stairs and into her bedroom. She glanced at the bed, still unmade. She had always been terrible at remembering to make it. Jamie had made sure that the chore was taken care of. She pushed that thought away as she turned the taps, setting the water temperature exactly the way she liked it, adding a few drops of her favorite lavender bubble bath, watching it rise and swirl as steam curled into the air.

A thought popped into her head.

She rose from the edge of the tub, crossing the room to the linen closet behind the door where she pulled out a small box she had tucked discreetly under a stack of clean towels. Why was she, a grown-ass woman, hiding her sex toys? Equal parts embarrassment and worry that Lily might find them.

Beth pulled the toy from its packaging. She read the back of the box, touting the device as waterproof and perfect for tantalizing clit stimulation, with four attachments and twenty settings. Twenty settings? That felt excessive. Did anyone really use anything other than the one continuous vibration setting?

Reaching out, Beth twisted the tap again, cutting off the flow of water. She stepped out of her clothes, slid into the warmth of the bath, and settled in, the calming scent of lavender filling her nostrils.

The toy’s silicone was smooth against her fingers as she turned the small device over. It looked like a kidney. On one side, two discreet buttons; on the other, a suction attachment. Beth set the toy down on the edge of the tub, deciding to start with what she knew first as her right hand slipped beneath the surface of the water, grazing over her abdomen and lower until she found her clit, circling slowly. She tried to focus on the present moment, on the feeling her fingers were delicately drawing out, but her mind drifted to images of Jamie, her safe place. The known. But she shook her head. “Nope,” she whispered. “Not now.”

She tilted her head back, bubbles rising around her chest as she sank lower into the bath, reaching for another thought to help her on her quest to obtain her unreachable orgasm.

To her surprise, it was Sarah who came next. Not Sarah from now, but Sarah from back then. From that summer seven years ago, when everything between them was messy and raw and complicated and strangely electrifying. When they couldn’t keep their hands off each other, even long after divorce papers had been signed.

It had all started with a flat tire and a panicked phone call. Sarah had come to her rescue as she had always done. Beth inhaled sharply at the memory of Sarah, still in her clothes from court, changing her tire on a back country road. Beth’s fingers pressed insistently against her clit, remembering the way Sarah’s camisole had clung to her skin so perfectly.

She reached for the toy, fumbling with the buttons as it buzzed to life beneath the waterline. Beth exhaled at the sensation as she let herself remember more. Things like the way Sarah, when she had finished with the tire, stood, wiping her hands on a rag, her usual perfect hair tousled by the wind. Beth’s hips tilted gently in the water, legs sliding apart as she let the memory continue.

Sarah had made some joke about her being a damsel in distress. For the life of her, she couldn’t remember exactly what she said, but the comment had led to a heated roadside kiss she could still feel hot against her neck even all these years later. A moan left her lips as she increased the toy’s speed.

The kiss hadn’t been where it had stopped. No, at that point, once she and Sarah got started, there was absolutely no stopping them. And that day, Beth had been left with her palms pressed against the hot surface of her Landrover, whispering Sarah’s name over and over as she came around Sarah’s skilled fingers.

The water in the tub shifted and Beth’s hips lifted slightly, remembering exactly how that moment felt. A tingling sensation moved through her body. Her pulse quickened with excitement as that feeling intensified. She pushed the button on the toy again, increasing the speed, pressing it harder against her clit, the simultaneous sucking motion sending her senses into overdrive.

“Oh, fuck,” she whispered hoarsely, her words echoing off the quartz surfaces of her bathroom. She was so close to her orgasm, the closest she had been in months, and she wanted it. She wanted it desperately, and when she slammed her eyes shut, giving her body over to the pleasure, it was Sarah’s cocky smirk she saw as the wave of pleasure crashed over her.

She dropped the vibrator onto the ground as her heart rate slowly returned to normal. Lenore had told her to let her body surprise herself, and well, that had definitely been a surprise—both the orgasm and the memory that got her there.

Beth took a deep breath, her body sliding down, slipping under the water, because what the fuck was she supposed to do with that?
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Sarah should have gone home.

She should have followed her gut and canceled the date Janet Starr had arranged for her. But she didn’t because Nell’s voice was still ringing in her ear: How are you going to find love if you keep coming up with ways to avoid the dates Janet sets up for you? Sarah had no answer. Nell, as infuriating as it was, had a point—Sarah was now the only thing standing between herself and her happily ever after.

At Nell’s insistence, Sarah decided to get out of her own way for once, hopping on an early flight home from her business trip. That’s how she found herself sitting in the nicest steakhouse in downtown Seattle across the table from a stern-looking woman—a hedge fund manager named Noel—with a pin-straight platinum blond bob cut on a sharp angle.

Yeah, Sarah should have canceled tonight.

She had finished her entree fifteen minutes ago and was trying her best to stay engaged with Noel. Except that task was proving harder than it should because Noel spoke only in long run-on sentences, barely giving Sarah a moment to get in a single word about herself. So far on this date, she had learned that Noel was in the middle of a divorce from her “good-for-nothing” ex-husband—Noel’s words, not hers— and that the only thing she liked more than ragging on her ex was her miniature goldendoodle, Graham.

She watched Noel speak. Watched, because if she were being honest, Sarah had stopped listening a few minutes ago. Instead, she was making her grocery list in the back of her mind while pretending to still be engaged with the story Noel was telling, but all she could focus on was the tiny piece of broccolini that had wedged itself between Noel’s front teeth.

Get broccolini, that’ll go great with the salmon. She mentally added broccolini to her grocery list as Noel kept talking at her. If Sarah were a better person, she would have found a subtle way to let Noel know about the offending vegetable vestige, but she wasn’t a better person tonight. Tonight, she wanted out of this date—the sooner the better.

After what felt like a punishingly long time, the waiter appeared. Noel made a big show of footing the bill, making a point of flashing her AMEX black card for Sarah to see. It took every ounce of self-control Sarah could muster not to roll her eyes. That self-control was tested again when exiting the restaurant, as Noel made a point to reach the door first, holding it for her with a wide grin as if no one had ever done such a simple act for her, saying, “Ladies first.” She inhaled, biting back her natural inclination to make some snippy remark. There was no need. Sarah knew one thing was sure—this would be the first and last time she would be seeing Noel.

She pulled her phone from her pocket, calling a car. Two minutes. Meanwhile, the weight of Noel’s sharp gaze pulled her attention.

“I had a lovely time tonight. You’re a wonderful dinner companion,” Noel said earnestly, giving Sarah a slow look up and down.

Was she serious? Had they been on the same date?

Sarah struggled to hold back her laugh. “You did?” she asked, genuinely intrigued.

“You didn’t?” Noel countered, raising a perfectly waxed brow.

Sarah, never one to lie, wasn’t quite sure how to let Noel down easily. “I learned a lot about you tonight, Noel. And I can see you’re very accomplished. I respect that in a woman, but I don’t think we’re a good fit moving forward.”

She watched as Noel’s expression shifted from interest to surprise, finally landing on indignation. Sarah silently willed her not to be the type of woman who was comfortable making a scene when she didn’t get her way.

“No hard feelings,” Sarah added quickly, because honestly, there weren’t any.

“No hard feelings?” Noel let out a cold laugh. “What exactly wasn’t fitting for you? Because from my vantage point, we have great chemistry.”

Was she seriously going to make Sarah spell it out for her? All she wanted was to go home and crawl into bed.

“Chemistry can be subjective,” Sarah said, spotting the town car turning the corner. Thank god. She stepped forward to flag it down. “It was truly a pleasure meeting you. Thank you for dinner and best of luck with the divorce.” She reached for the handle of the sedan as it came to a stop in front of her, quickly sliding in, thankful for the refuge of a Noel-free space.

The car pulled forward, taking her away. As neon lights streaked by, Sarah pulled out her phone, sending off two texts, the first to Nell:

Sarah 10:48 PM


The date was a clusterfuck. She has a GOLDENDOODLE!




And the second to Janet Starr:

Sarah 10:49 PM


No more women going through divorces, please. And no goldendoodles.




The car dropped her off outside the passenger terminal. Her phone vibrated with a message from Nell as she swiped her ticket, moving through the automated gate to board the vessel that would take her home.

Nell 10:57 PM


You hate goldendoodles. At this point, it’s a numbers game. Stick with it. —N




Sarah 10:58 PM


How romantic.




Nell 10:58 PM


Merely pointing out a fact. I’m heading to bed. We’ll talk tomorrow, and you can tell me everything. —N




Sarah grinned, reading Nell’s message, then she heard a familiar voice calling her name.

“Sarah, hey, wait up.” It was Beth, cheeks pink, blond hair falling over her shoulders. Sarah slowed her pace, allowing Beth to catch up to her on the walkway leading to the boat. “I thought you were still in Pennsylvania? What are you doing back?” Beth’s voice carried her usual airy tone as she tucked her hair behind her ear.

“Cut my trip short. I had a date to get back here for.” She smiled at Beth’s raised eyebrows.

“First matchmaker date?” Beth asked excitedly, eyes sparkling with delight. “How was it?”

The pair stepped onto the vessel, walking down the wide aisles as they looked for an empty booth. Sarah found one halfway down the boat, sliding onto the teal vinyl seat. Beth took the one across from her. The ship hummed to life as the announcer’s voice came over the speaker, declaring their departure.

“It was…something,” Sarah said evenly.

“Something good? Something awful? C’mon, Sar, you gotta give me more than that.” Beth smiled, and Sarah couldn’t help but return it because there was that nickname again—that three-letter variation of her name that made her heart do this weird little twirl.

“Well, for starters, I don’t think she left the date knowing a single thing about me other than my resume. Three hours, five courses, and not a single question.” Sarah glanced out the window at the shrinking twinkling Seattle skyline as the ferry moved them towards the little island they called home.

Beth visibly cringed. “Oh, and that’s your number one pet peeve, too.”

“It is. And to make matters worse, she has a goldendoodle.” Sarah shot Beth a pointed look. “You know how I feel about dogs with human-like eyes.” She gave an exasperated, albeit dramatic, sigh. Beth laughed and it was like something inside of Sarah loosened.

“Well, you put yourself out there. And hey, it sounds like you got a nice dinner out of it. My dates definitely don’t include five-course fine dining.” Beth’s smile was wide as she leaned back against the back of the booth, crossing one leg over the other, looking more assured than Sarah had ever seen her. “It’s a numbers game at this point anyway, right? The more dates we go on, the greater the chance we have of finding love, or at least that’s what I keep telling myself.”

“That’s what Nell said too—it being a numbers game.” Sarah slipped her hands into the pockets of her jacket. She looked at Beth, observing the way she took up space in that moment. Space was something Beth had always quietly demanded, but hadn’t always been good at claiming. In the last few years, though, that seemed to be changing.

“I think it’s really awesome that you and Nell have stayed such good friends. You’ve always been such a loyal person. Any woman should consider themselves lucky to get to experience that side of you.”

Heat rose in her cheeks at Beth’s compliment, and she suddenly found that she didn’t quite know what to do with her eyes so instead of looking at Beth, she let her gaze drift out the window over the dark expanse of water. “You’re out late. It’s past ten. What happened to your firm, all plans should conclude at a reasonable hour rule?”

“Rules were made to be broken, right?” Beth scrunched her nose, making the dusting of freckles across her cheeks dance as she shrugged. “I’m trying something new. But if curious minds would like to know, I also had a date tonight. I decided to sign myself up for a dating app—you know, rip the Band-Aid off and go for it. Lily and Dylan helped me make my profile.”

“You’re on a dating app?” Sarah asked, her surprise getting the better of her. She didn’t know if she could fully picture Beth on her phone, mindlessly swiping through profiles. Not when she had always burned like the brightest flame, pulling people in no matter what room she walked into.

“Trust me, I fought it. But I want to meet people and I figured life is short, so why not?” Beth said, her foot bouncing slightly as the ferry jostled.

The voice crinkled over the speaker again, announcing their arrival. The pair stood, making their way towards the rear of the boat, preparing to disembark.

“So how was it? Your date, I mean,” Sarah asked, her curiosity getting the better of her.

“About as good as yours…” Beth gave her a knowing look as they shared a conspiratorial smile. “I actually thought it was going well for the first part until she revealed that she had a husband, but not to worry because he’s one of those ‘cool’ husbands who’s totally on board with her exploring her sexuality.”

She looked at Beth in disbelief. “Oh my god, no. Really? What did you say?”

Beth reached into her purse, fishing out her car keys as they walked towards the parking lot. Sarah reached for her phone to call another car to pick her up.

“I told her I’m all for people exploring their sexuality in whatever way they see fit, but at least have the common decency to be transparent about intentions. Clear communication goes a long way,” Beth paused, keys in hand, eyeing her. “Do you need a ride? I don’t mind.” She cocked her head, blond waves shimmering in the moonlight.

Sarah looked at her, thumb hovering over the order button for her car. “Yeah, that would be great. If you don’t mind.” She followed Beth to her Landrover, climbing into the passenger seat of the car she had ridden in hundreds of times before.

“New stereo system? Is that an eight-track player?” she commented, eyeing the setup.

“Yeah, I put it in last weekend. You remember that woman I went on a date with who turned me down? Turns out she’s also a vintage car nut. She put me in touch with a friend of hers who helped me upgrade the sound system.”

“You and this car.” Sarah laughed, shaking her head.

Beth put the car in reverse, pulling out onto the main street and heading in the direction of Sarah’s house. “Think of it as one extended art project.” She grinned, looking both ways before crossing the intersection. “I’m just thankful that that date wasn’t a total flop. I ended up finding someone who actually knows what they’re doing when it comes to seventies wiring.”

“Only you could turn rejection into a networking opportunity.” Sarah laughed.

Beth smirked, but Sarah caught the way she glanced over at her before returning her eyes to the road.

They fell into a comfortable quiet as Beth’s headlights cut through the sleepy evergreen-lined roads. Sarah let her hand rest loosely on her knee, thumb brushing her thigh, the low thrum of something unfamiliar—was it nerves? That was ridiculous. This was Beth.

“So can I see it?” Sarah asked, aiming for nonchalant.

“See what?”

“Your dating profile.” The second the words left her mouth, Sarah regretted them—okay, maybe not regretted, but she was definitely aware that she was coming right up to a line she was sure she shouldn’t cross because this wasn’t the old them. This was new Beth and Sarah, and she wasn’t sure where the boundaries of this latest iteration of friendship were.

They waited at an intersection for the light to turn green and Beth looked at her in surprise, but not her bad kind of surprise; Sarah would recognize that anywhere. This was more like curiosity.

“You want to see my dating profile?” she asked, the warmth of her gentle tease coating her words.

Sarah swallowed, suddenly fascinated by how the streetlight’s shadows reflected on the dashboard. “I mean, only if you don’t mind. I’m just curious. I’m trying to be a supportive friend, you know, hype you up.” She winced. “I don’t know. That came out weird. You can say no.”

God, why isn’t this light turning green yet? Sarah nervously tapped her fingers against her thigh.

“Okay, sure, but you have to promise not to laugh at it. I have no idea what I’m doing, and I’m a little out of my comfort zone.” Beth reached into her pocket, pulling out her phone. A few taps later, she handed the device to Sarah, who took it gingerly.

The light turned green as Beth turned onto the familiar street leading to her house, and Sarah scrolled. It was fascinating to see Beth—Beth, whom she had known forever—boiled down to a handful of photos and one bullet point summary.

“So,” Beth said tentatively, “what do you think?”

Sarah took another moment to digest this version of Beth before smiling. “I think anyone would be crazy not to swipe right on you. But if you want my honest opinion, you should use that picture from the trip you and Jamie took to Napa a few years ago. The one of you at the vineyard. That’s probably the best photo that has ever been taken of you,” Sarah said softly as Beth pulled into the driveway, headlights flashing across the gray shingled front of her house before landing on Jamie’s old Subaru Outback—the one Lily had taken to driving—parked in the driveway.

“Well, she’s not supposed to be here,” Beth said, tilting her head towards Lily’s car.

“No. No, she’s not. Want to come in and see what’s going on?” Sarah offered, unbuckling her seatbelt. “I bet you ten bucks Wren’s here too.”

“Oh, she wouldn’t be that dumb, right?” Beth said, climbing out of the car.

Sarah grinned, raising an eyebrow. “Beth, she’s nineteen with her first girlfriend and a guaranteed empty house for the weekend. Don’t act shocked.”

“Oh… OH! You don’t think…” Beth trailed off, shock on her face as she read between the lines of Sarah’s words.

“Don’t get weird about our daughter being sexually active. That was awkward enough the first time… For all of us.”

“I’m not, it’s just, do we know for sure?” Beth said, following her up the front steps.

And sure enough, there was Wren’s bike leaning against the side of the house.

“You owe me ten dollars,” Sarah muttered, giving Beth a knowing look as she unlocked the front door. Then she sighed as they entered the dark house, already planning out her angle for the conversation she would be having with Lily and Wren.

She stepped inside and removed her shoes, Beth right behind her. They moved through the darkened space, listening to the familiar creak of the floors as they made their way down the hall towards the family room, Sarah’s hands reaching for the light.

She flicked the switch on, the warm glow of the lamp in the corner of the room illuminating the space. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the light, but as they did, the scene unfolded before her.

On the couch, curled up together under a blanket, were Lily and Wren. Lily’s head on Wren’s chest, Wren’s arm protectively wrapped around her as their bodies moved with the steady rise and fall of breathing. But then Sarah’s eye caught the small glint of light against glass as she registered the bottle of bourbon on the coffee table, two glasses set beside it.

For a second, she looked between the bottle and the girls, then to Beth before reaching out and flicking the light off, shaking her head. This felt like a problem for tomorrow.

Beth quietly followed her back into the foyer. “That was a bottle of bourbon on the table, right?” she asked, fingers pressed to her temple.

“Mmhmm.”

“I mean, are we surprised?” Beth whispered.

“No, they’re just being kids, but I still think a talk is needed. I’ll take care of it tomorrow morning.” Sarah pulled the front door open for Beth.

“I wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of one of your talks.” Beth smiled, reaching out and placing a hand on her forearm, squeezing gently. “Let me know how it goes, or if you need back up.”

“I will. Thanks for the ride. Let me know when you make it home.” She patted Beth’s hand before she was off.

The next morning, Sarah made her way downstairs and into the kitchen, not bothering to try to be quiet as she started pulling items from the fridge to make breakfast. A groan came from the couch as Lily’s head popped up, quickly pivoting to look at her.

“Morning, sweetie,” Sarah said, an air of exaggerated sweetness accompanying her words.

“M-mom,” Lily stuttered, panic filling her eyes as she quickly slipped the orthotic boot back on her foot before springing to her feet. “You’re not—why are you here?”

“It’s my house,” Sarah pointed out as she whisked eggs in a bowl. “Omelettes for breakfast?” she asked, enjoying the look of confusion on Lily’s face. “Wren? Omelettes sound good to you?”

A grumble came from the couch in the living room where Wren was sitting up, stretching her arms above her head. She gave a thumbs up in place of words for an answer as she rubbed at her eyes with her other hand.

“Obviously it’s your house, but aren’t you supposed to still be in Pennsylvania…you know…at Nell’s?”

“Aren’t you supposed to be at Mama’s?” Sarah asked, serving Lily her own sass back. “Looks like I’m not the only one who isn’t where I’m supposed to be.” She pulled out a large skillet, placing it on the burner in front of her.

Wren shuffled her way into the kitchen, sliding onto the stool beside Lily. “Oh, hey, Sarah. How was your trip?” she asked uncomfortably.

Sarah took in the two girls sitting before her. Lily, still with a slightly panicked expression on her face, and Wren, with that air of quiet confidence she had been growing into over the last few months. “It was good until I got home to find two unexpected houseguests.” She raised an eyebrow as she flipped the first omelette onto a plate, handing it to Wren.

Wren grinned sheepishly, glancing at Lily.

“And then wouldn’t you know that my surprise only continued when I discovered the two of you had been drinking. Wren, can you please grab the liquor bottle and glasses from the coffee table in the other room?” Sarah asked evenly.

Wren shot a sideways glance at Lily before getting to her feet, collecting the bottle and glasses and returning, setting them on the counter.

“So, who wants to start?” Sarah added more eggs to the pan, beginning to make the second omelette, thoroughly enjoying this moment. She could practically feel the silent conversation happening behind her back as she cooked.

“It’s not that big of a deal, Mom. We’re, you know, of the age where experimenting with drinking is totally normal. I’m literally in college.”

“Technically, you didn’t go back to college,” Wren added under her breath.

“Not helpful, Wren.” A quiet thud and a mumbled protest let Sarah know that Wren had received a kick to the shins.

Sarah plated the second omelette, turning and handing it to Lily. “While that may be true, I think a refresher on responsible decision-making is needed.” The clink of cutlery sounded behind her as the girls dug in and Sarah began to make her own omelette.

“Mom, c’mon, you’re being so embarrassing. It really wasn’t that big of a deal. We didn’t even drink enough to be hungover,” Lily protested. “Right, Wren?”

“Right. It was honestly just a little bit. We were curious,” Wren said earnestly in between bites.

Sarah turned off the burner, sliding her own meal onto her plate before setting the pan aside to cool. “Curiosity is totally normal and expected,” she said, setting her plate down on the counter across from the girls. “I was your age once, too, and trust me, I got up to much worse. But I didn’t have the additional factor to consider that the two of you do, which is the fact that both of you are public figures.”

She took a bite of her breakfast, chewing thoughtfully, thinking back to the secrecy that existed around her early exploration with alcohol as a teen. That secrecy had led to questionable decision-making, and she wanted to help the girls avoid repeating her mistakes. “There is nothing wrong with being curious,” she continued. “Really, exploring this stuff is totally normal, but I do want to make sure that the two of you understand how to explore in ways that don’t put you at risk.”

Lily hunched over her plate, mumbling, “We weren’t at risk.”

“I’m not saying you were,” Sarah replied gently. “Last night, you two made a choice that could have been a lot worse. You stayed home, and you stayed together, and no one was driving. Those are good decisions. I’m proud of you for that.”

Wren looked up, surprised. “Really?”

“Yes, really,” Sarah said, smiling encouragingly at the girls. “But here’s the tricky thing about alcohol: It doesn’t make you smarter, and it doesn’t make decision-making easier. It does the opposite, and because both of you live part of your lives public-facing, bad decisions can go from whoops to a career-altering headline very quickly, and we don’t want that.”

“Yeah, we know. Why do you think we decided to drink here instead of out at some party?” Lily groaned, dragging her hands down her face.

Sarah looked between the girls. “I’m glad to hear that thought did cross your mind in your decision-making process. And I know you know, but good decision-making is like a muscle that needs training. And it gets harder when you’re tired, stressed, or buzzed. Those skills take practice, girls.”

Wren nodded along as Sarah spoke. “Okay, so what are the rules, exactly?”

Sarah placed her palms on the cool granite countertop, leaning forward slightly, leveling with the girls as she held up four fingers. “Four rules. One: You’re welcome here anytime. I just ask that you let me know when you’ll be here. Two: If you decide to drink, do it in a safe place, with safe people, and stop while it’s still fun. Not when you’re sick or making bad decisions. Three: Call me. Whenever. For anything.” Her gaze lingered momentarily on Wren, who was listening to her with wide green eyes. “And four: Talk to me. About anything. I want you both to feel like we can talk about this stuff. I’m never expecting perfection from either of you, but I do expect honesty.”

“Okay, fine,” Lily conceded. “I guess that’s fair.”

“Yeah, we can definitely do that.” Wren glanced at her, a meek smile on her lips as she continued apologetically. “I’m sorry we didn’t tell you about last night. We, you know, didn’t think you were going to be home.”

“Like I said, girls. I was your age once. I get it.”

“We didn’t even get tipsy or anything,” Lily said. “We tried your bourbon—it’s disgusting by the way—and just ended up watching old Mother Goth videos. I don’t know how you drink that stuff, Mom.” Lily got up from her stool, moving around the kitchen and grabbing a glass of water.

Sarah laughed, remembering a similar sentiment towards the amber liquid the first time she tried it. “It’s an acquired taste. One day you’ll appreciate it. Or maybe you won’t. That’s for you to discover along the way.” Lily held out a hand, taking Sarah’s empty plate from her and loading it into the dishwasher, unprompted and unexpected. Maybe the endless chore reminders were finally starting to pay off. “Thanks, sweetie. Would you mind washing the pan too?” she asked before turning her attention to Wren. “Wren, can I speak to you in my office? Privately?”

Wren’s eyes widened and a pink color rose high on her cheeks. “Uh⁠—”

“No, Mom, seriously?” Lily whined, one hand on her hip.

Sarah held up a hand and both girls fell silent as Wren nodded, following her away from the kitchen and down the hall to her study, closing the door gently behind them.

“I’m sorry, Sarah,” Wren started immediately, her words spilling out. “Lily and I were really disrespectful being here and not telling you, and you know, drinking. And—uh—I’ll replace what we drank. Like Lily said, it was kind of gross, and we didn’t like it, so we didn’t drink a whole lot of it, and⁠—”

“Wren,” Sarah said calmly, smiling at the tall girl as she leaned against her desk. “It’s okay. I’m not mad about that. But I appreciate the acknowledgement. Please, sit.” She motioned to the armchair across from her. Wren lowered her lanky frame into the seat, crossing her legs as she tilted her head in curiosity, her long, wild ringlets tumbling over her shoulder.

“So if I’m not in trouble, what’s going on?”

“I’m not sure how much you’ve shared with Lily about your family and your home life before you moved here, and I wanted to respect your privacy. Those are things about yourself that you are entitled to share at your own pace, but they do warrant a further conversation between you and me about experimenting with alcohol.”

“I don’t…” Wren started, a puzzled look spreading across her face.

“When we went through the emancipation process a few years ago, you mentioned to me that your dad drinks more than he should.” She hesitated, wanting to take care to phrase what she needed to say in a way Wren could hear. “I remember how hard that was for you to talk about, but it would be remiss of me not to take this opportunity to discuss something this important with you.”

Wren swallowed, looking away, fingers nervously running through her curls. “Yeah, okay, I remember saying that. It’s not that big of a deal, though. All dads drink.”

“To excess? No. That’s not a normal relationship with alcohol. Which is why when I got home last night and saw the bourbon bottle, I wanted to talk to you to make sure you’re thinking about the whole picture when it comes to these decisions,” Sarah said gently.

Wren nodded slowly, but didn’t say anything.

“Growing up with a parent who drinks like your dad, like my dad too, it changes things. For most people, alcohol is just alcohol. But for some people, people like you and me?” She hesitated, tracing her lower lip with her tongue, trying to decide how much to divulge about her own past to Wren before deciding that it was now or never to get her point across. “For people like us, alcohol is never neutral.”

Wren glanced up quickly, green eyes wide. “Like us?” she whispered.

Sarah offered a small, wry smile. “Yes. Like us. My father was an alcoholic, too.” Wren’s eyes were wide as Sarah continued. “For some of us, the experience of having a parent like that—it can leave you with this tiny little voice in the back of your head when you drink that tells you you’re fine. That you can have just one more.” She softened her gaze. “Do you know what I’m talking about?”

Wren’s breath hitched as she nodded. “You hear it too?”

Sarah nodded, simultaneously relieved that she didn’t need to explain the voice to Wren while unnerved at the fact that Wren was already familiar with it. “That voice? Most people don’t have that, but some people who grew up like us do.”

“I hate it. It freaks me out.”

A tug pulled in Sarah’s chest at the quietness of Wren’s admission. “I unfortunately know that feeling,” she said. “Hearing that voice doesn’t mean you’re doomed. It means you might need a little more awareness and intentionality with your decision-making to make it manageable. But knowing this and understanding this about yourself? That knowledge is power. Does that make sense?”

Wren nodded; the relief was visible on her features as she leaned back in the armchair, pulling her knees to her chest. “I’ve never had someone talk to me about this before. Everyone has always pretended like it wasn’t happening. I kind of thought I was a little, you know, fucked—uh, sorry—a little messed up.”

Sarah’s heart sank, a little too familiar with the feeling Wren was describing. “You’re not messed up at all.” She drew in a long breath, planning the words she wanted to say. Being vulnerable on the spot had never been her strong suit. “Wren, I know I’m not your mother, and I know you’re an adult, but I hope you know that I am always here for you—for anything. And I hope you know you are very cared for.” Her voice was steady with the intent of her words.

Wren’s tilted smile pulled at the corner of her mouth as she looked up at Sarah with those bright eyes. She looked so much older than the nervous sixteen-year-old version Sarah had first met four years ago. “I know. Really, I do. And you may not be my mom, but you’ve been more of a parent to me than either of mine ever was. You taught me how to do my taxes, and you took me on that hell trip to IKEA to furnish my apartment last year when you didn’t have to. You’re literally my emergency contact if I get injured in a game.”

“Okay, good. Just making sure you know.” Sarah pushed herself off the desk as Wren stood. “Thank you for listening to me and knowing that it all comes from a good place,” she said, opening the door to find Lily waiting on the other side.

“Okay, lecture time is over, Mom. We get it. We will follow your rules. Now, can you please stop being embarrassing?” Lily burst into the room in a swirl of her typical fiery energy.

Sarah watched as Wren slipped her hand into Lily’s, giving her a slight squeeze that seemed to stop Lily’s blaze in its tracks.

“Lily, it’s okay. Really. Your mom’s been great.”

Lily groaned, tugging Wren by the hand, pulling her back into the hall.

“Thanks, Sarah. For—you know—everything.” Wren smiled at her over her shoulder as the two girls disappeared down the hall.

Sarah grinned as she moved back to her desk, shifting the mouse, bringing the computer screen to life. Settling into the plush leather office chair, she pulled up her text message window, clicking on the purple circle with the initials BW.

Sarah: 9:13 AM


The situation with the girls has been handled. Don’t worry, we’re still the cool—but slightly embarrassing—moms.




Beth: 9:14 AM


Knowing you, I bet you enjoyed every minute of that.




Sarah smirked at Beth’s response. She was right. Sarah had enjoyed it, not only the observing of the teenage panic of being caught doing something you shouldn’t, but getting to show up as an adult in the way she wished someone had shown up for her when she had been the girls’ age.

Sarah 9:15 AM


You know me so well.





SEVEN
LILY
SEPTEMBER


Lily stood firmly behind the opinion that all gymnastics gyms smelled the same. She had yet to step foot in one that proved her theory wrong. The smell was a specific mix of industrial sanitizer and chalk dust that perfectly permeated every article of clothing she owned. She loved it.

She pushed through the metal doors of PGTC, that same familiar scent filling her nostrils. Her former coach, Amanda Fitz-Simmons, sat behind the large desk situated at the front of the lobby.

“Hey, Amanda!” Lily said, stopping by the desk and reaching into her bag, fishing out the envelope her mom had given her this morning. “My mom wanted me to give you this. It’s a check to cover my gym time for the last couple of weeks. And she insists you take it this time.”

The choice not to return to college that year had come with some sacrifices—sacrifices Lily carefully weighed before making her final decision. She knew not returning to school meant returning to PGTC, which had been hard enough the first time in the months after Jamie’s death, and it was just as much of an adjustment being back there again.

Amanda plucked the envelope from her hand, opened it, and scanned the check. “Tell your mom I took it, and that you’re paid through the end of the year.”

She fought the urge to roll her eyes. See, Amanda used to date her aunt Kelly. And with what Lily had pieced together from overheard hushed conversations between the adults in her life, it hadn’t exactly been a smooth breakup. But Lily would have guessed that anyway based on the fact that her aunt, who had lived with them for over a year, was just gone one morning, leaving behind a note that said, “The whales are calling.”

But that had kind of been her aunt’s vibe for as long as Lily could remember, so she wasn’t shocked.

“How about you two talk so I don’t have to be the messenger? I’m here to get my physical therapy done for the day.”

“Rehab still going well? Still making progress? Feeling good?” Amanda asked.

Lily liked Amanda, she really did. But Amanda wasn’t Jamie. They had never clicked in the same way she and Jamie had, but she still had an appreciation for the coach Amanda had been to her and how, even now, she tried to fill the gap left by Jamie’s absence.

“Yeah, things are good. I find out if I get to lose the boot at my check-in appointment later today.” Lily gestured to the clunky medical boot strapped to her left ankle. “Thanks for asking.” She made to head into the gym, but Amanda stopped her.

“And your headspace? An injury like yours can really mess with your mindset.”

Lily paused, thinking of a response to give that would fulfill Amanda’s curiosity without giving herself away. Because the truth was, she was only okay. Not great, but also could be worse.

“I’m doing really well,” she lied. “Everything feels really manageable. And I’m seeing that sports psychologist you recommended.”

“Oh, good. She’s great. I’m glad to hear that. Keep me posted on how things are with your appointment,” Amanda said, eyes shifting back to the computer screen in front of her.

Lily nodded, moving toward the weight room off the main gym area. Nine weeks post-op, and she was hopeful today she’d get the all clear from her doctor to graduate from this stupid boot.

She peeled off her hoodie and set it on top of her gym bag. She grabbed her tablet, water, and headphones, then climbed onto the stationary bike, beginning to pedal while opening the spreadsheet she had created to track her recovery.

Was it over the top? Probably. But she knew herself well enough to realize she needed a visual measure of her progress. Dylan had helped her make it when Lily was still bed-bound and recovering following her surgery—perks of having a best friend who happened to be a genius with a spreadsheet.

As she pedaled, Lily tapped the tab marked Daily Check In and filled in the open fields before tapping back to the main dashboard. She and Dylan had figured out how to set up the file so that everything updated automatically from sheet to sheet. Dylan—to her credit—had added progress bars on a week-by-week view. It was incredibly satisfying and helped ease some of her anxiety. Plus, knowledge was power and all that.

She moved through her approved physical therapy exercises, checking them off on her tablet one by one, making her way down the list. But as she finished, she was struck by a sudden curiosity. With her boot still off, Lily examined her ankle in the mirror, her stomach twisting at the noticeable mismatch in the musculature between her left and right legs that now existed.

It’s okay. It’s part of the process, Lily tried to tell herself over the sound of Velcro pulling apart as she slipped the boot back on. Her phone lit up with an incoming FaceTime; her mood instantly lifted at the sight of Wren’s picture flashing across the screen. Lily almost dropped the phone as she tried to answer it, her excitement getting the best of her.

“Guess who’s finally back in town!?” Wren said animatedly, the frame of her video shaking slightly as she propped the phone up so Lily could see her. Her dark curls were draped over her shoulder, contrasting with the cropped, plain white T-shirt she wore and the sweatpants slung low on her hips.

“Oh, that’s a tough one,” Lily teased, catching Wren’s smile. “Could it possibly be my superstar girlfriend who is finally back from one epic winning⁠—”

“Don’t say it! It’s bad luck to acknowledge!” Wren said quickly. “But yeah, Sydney and I just got back to the apartment. I need a shower and then I’ve got those plans later, remember? The ones I told you about.”

Lily did remember. She had been annoyed when Wren told her about a birthday party for one of her teammates, annoyed because she had barely seen Wren since her mom had caught them drinking at her house a few weeks ago. Between training, travel, and Wren’s game schedules, finding time together had proven to be difficult—or maybe it had always been that way, and Lily was only now noticing because her usually packed schedule had lightened significantly since her injury.

“I remember,” she grumbled. She knew she was being petulant. But she wanted to see her girlfriend. That wasn’t a crime.

“But you know what Friday night is, right? Date night. You get me uninterrupted all night. And trust me, I plan on making sure you feel significantly caught up.” Wren winked at her, grabbing at the hem of her T-shirt, pulling it over her head.

“Can’t wait,” Lily said distractedly, blushing at the sight of Wren in a black sports bra.

Lily traced the lines of Wren’s musculature with her eyes, appreciating the way her abs flexed as she reached into the shower to turn the water on. Lily gulped, looking around quickly, confirming that she was definitely still alone—she was—before letting her eyes feast on Wren for a bit longer, heat pooling low in her belly, wishing she could see just a bit more of her.

“Hey, Lils,” Wren said, a lopsided grin fully in place. “You’re staring.”

“I know I am. Can you really blame me?”

Wren blushed, her hands finding her hair and gathering her wild curls into a bunch before letting them cascade over her shoulders. “No, I guess not.”

“As much as I really want to stay and watch the rest of this”—she flicked her gaze up and down Wren’s body, enjoying the way blush crept even further across Wren’s cheeks—“I’ve gotta meet my moms. I have my check-in with the doctors today. Fingers crossed when you see me this weekend, I won’t be in this annoying boot anymore.” She panned the camera down to show the orthotic brace.

“Promise you’ll text me after? Let me know what the doctor says?” Wren asked, her signature sweetness coming through.

“You know it, superstar.”

Wren smiled, touching two fingers to her lips and then to the camera, the gesture sending a fuzzy feeling through Lily from the inside out, only further solidifying what she had already decided days ago. This weekend, she was going to lose her virginity to Wren Parker.

“Talk to you later, Lils.”

Lily sat in silence, holding her phone in her hand and looking at the dark screen, chewing the inside of her cheek. Friday couldn’t come soon enough.

That afternoon, Lily returned home from her appointment with some good news and a big check mark on her recovery tracker. She had officially graduated from the boot to a sneaker with a specialized wedge meant to help her return her gait to normal, and she had even been cleared for swimming. She was slowly but surely making progress towards her comeback goal.

Before the car came to a complete stop, Lily was already reaching for her seatbelt and unbuckling it, eager to get inside and update Wren.

“Well, I think that appointment went just about as well as it could have gone, don’t you?” Beth asked, putting the car in park.

“Yup. Great,” Lily said quickly, throwing the door open and hopping out. She checked her phone. If she could call Wren in the next five minutes, she would catch her before she left for the party.

“Whoa, hold on, Lily,” Beth called.

“What?” Lily groaned. “I need to go in and call Wren.”

Beth caught up with her, slipping her phone into her pocket. “I guess you don’t want to know about the surprise waiting inside for you, then.”

Lily slowed to a stop at the bottom of the porch steps, her sneakers crunching the gravel as she pivoted, her interest getting the better of her.

“A surprise?”

“Yeah.”

“What is it?”

The sound of the lock turning drew her attention, and Lily noticed a tall figure on the other side of the door, an outline familiar but obscured by frosted glass. As the door swung open, Lily couldn’t help how her smile pulled across her face.

“Surprise!” Wren said excitedly, stepping onto the porch.

Lily’s eyes widened. Wren? But no—because Wren was supposed to be at a party and not here… “Wha-what are…you?” she asked, puzzled.

“I called Beth a few days ago and we planned the whole thing. It was so hard not to tell you, especially since I knew you were so annoyed about the party and it wasn’t even real!” Wren beamed, pleased with herself at managing to pull one over on Lily.

“I wasn’t annoyed.” She shrugged, trying to act unbothered but fully aware of the smirk on her lips. “And you knew?” She turned to her mama. “You knew and didn’t say anything? Since when are you two teaming up against me? What happened to Team Gallagher Girls? Huh? Betraying your own flesh and blood.”

Wren laughed as Lily and Beth climbed the few stairs onto the porch.

“I’ll play double agent any day for a good cause,” Beth said, reaching out and pulling Wren into a hug. “Hi, sweetie. Glad to have you back around for a few days.”

Wren grinned, returning the hug. “Thanks for the flawless execution of Operation Fortnight.”

“I still don’t like the idea of you two working together behind my back,” Lily said, rolling her eyes.

“Wren, did you have enough time to—uh—successfully conclude all your plans for Operation Fortnight?”

Lily giggled at her mama’s awkward attempt to play along with Wren’s game. She loved her for trying.

“Yes, of course, Operation Fortnight has been fully executed down to the very last detail.”

“And when does the guest of honor get clued in on all these details?” Lily asked sarcastically, sliding her arm around Wren’s waist and leaning into her.

“Now? Yeah, now,” Wren said, squeezing her hand, pulling Lily towards the basement stairs.

“I’m heading out in about twenty minutes,” Beth called down the hall. “I’ll be out for a few hours, but I’m thinking about picking up Chinese for dinner. Usual order?”

“Sounds good,” she and Wren said in unison as they descended the stairs into the basement where Lily’s room was. But before they got to the bottom, Wren turned and blocked her, swiftly leaning in to kiss her with lips that tasted like the cucumber mint chapstick she had gotten obsessed with over the summer—the very chapstick that Lily now always made sure to have on hand because Wren was constantly losing hers.

“So, were you surprised?” Wren asked, a tiny twinkle in her eye.

Lily nodded, eagerly reaching out and clasping her hands behind Wren’s neck, under her curls, pulling her forward to kiss her again. “Extremely, but what about the party for Mattie?”

“Mattie has a birthday every year…but it’s in May.” Wren shrugged. “But even if there had actually been other plans, I would have picked you in a heartbeat. You’re my favorite person to hang out with.” Her voice was timid, almost like she was unsure about something, which was silly because there literally wasn’t a single thing that Wren could do or say that Lily didn’t absolutely love.

“Are you ready for the second part of the surprise?”

“There’s more?” Lily asked, curious as to what else Wren had up her sleeve.

“Yeah, well, I know you’ve been a little down lately about getting injured and the rehab and not going back to school, and I know since the Olympics I’ve been so busy and I kind of got the feeling that maybe you were upset by that and I wanted to just, you know, do something to make you smile.”

Wren pulled her forward, leading her into the living area in the basement that usually had a couch, TV, and the most comfortable oversized armchair Lily had ever sat in. Now it was completely unrecognizable, draped in blankets, sheets, and twinkling fairy lights.

“Welcome to Fort Lily!” Excitement took over Wren’s face as she pulled back a blanket flap, revealing the inside of the fort—the floor piled with pillows, couch cushions, snacks, and video game controllers.

Lily still hadn’t said anything. A slight twinge of guilt gnawed at her as she processed all of the thought Wren had put into creating this for her when all Lily had done was be annoyed that they hadn’t been able to see each other much over the last few weeks.

Wren’s smile fell at Lily’s silence. “You don’t like it. It’s too much, isn’t it. I thought—I don’t know. It’s pretty stupid⁠—”

Lily cut her off, throwing her arms once more around her neck. Wren instinctively caught her around her waist.

“I love it,” Lily whispered. “It’s perfect.”

“Okay, cool.” Wren breathed a sigh of relief. “It took me way longer to set everything up than I thought it was going to. Beth told me to let myself in with the spare key, and I literally had just finished putting the little lights up when she texted me that you guys were in the driveway.”

Lily ducked through the blanket flap Wren was still holding open, slipping off her shoes as she scooted across the cushions that padded the floor. Fairy lights cast a warm glow over the inside, making everything feel warm and a little hazy.

Wren flopped down next to her, shifting around to prop herself up with pillows, reaching to hand a controller to her. “You know that snowboarding game we watched Mother Goth play a few months ago? The one for that weird square console?”

Lily nodded, remembering the game. It looked fun. They had added it to their keep an eye out for list—the list of items she and Wren looked for while thrifting.

“Well, I finally found the console”—Wren raised the pink controller in her hand—“and Dylan found the game for us. So now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’d like to kick your ass at yet another game.” She grinned and turned on the console, the grainy logo splashing across the TV screen.

“Oh, you are so on, Parker. Do I need to pull up the spreadsheet? I’m pretty sure I hold the crown for Queen of the Console,” Lily quipped, her words dripping with the competitive snark she and Wren so often took with each other.

Wren grumbled something inaudible under her breath, grinning as she selected her character, and the two of them settled into the game, keeping track of races won, points accumulated, and other data points—all of which factored into their scoring metrics.

At some point, Beth called down the stairs, letting them know she was heading out and that she would text them when she was on her way back with food, but they didn’t acknowledge her, each too busy playfully trash-talking the other as they raced down the digital mountain. As they played, Lily’s body loosened, finally feeling like she could let go and relax because right here, next to Wren, was her happy place.

“Are you fucking serious? No!” Wren laughed as Lily managed to snag first place right from under her via a secret passage Lily had discovered the previous round.

“And that’s why I’m the queen.” She stuck her tongue out at Wren, setting her controller aside and rolling over to face her.

Wren followed, propping her head up with her hand. The warm light cast shadows across her long features. Lily traced the light down Wren’s body, over the curve of her hip, as she thought about how perfectly timed all of this was.

“How do you always know what I need before I do?” she asked quietly.

“What do you mean?” Wren asked, dark eyebrows knitting together.

“Like, I don’t know, you always know exactly what’s going to make me feel better and I never even have to ask you.” She picked up Wren’s hand as she tried to explain, intertwining their fingers, fondly admiring the slightly chipped Puget Sound Pride navy nail polish Wren wore for good luck on game days.

Their eyes met and Lily’s breath caught in her chest, the words she wanted to say so badly on the tip of her tongue, ready to be shouted from the rooftops in an obnoxiously loud, over-the-top kind of way because she was head over heels in love with Wren Parker.

But Wren beat her to it.

“Because I love you, Lily.” Her smile was already wide and growing wider. “I’ve loved you for a while, but you and your pre-Olympic rules…”

Lily reached out, shoving her playfully. Wren caught her arm, pulling her body closer and kissing her so deeply that Lily momentarily forgot she was even capable of thought—one of her favorite kinds of kisses Wren gave.

“I love you so much,” Wren whispered.

Lily’s pulse jumped at hearing Wren say those words to her. She had known, of course, but there was such a difference between hearing the words I love you and feeling them. The combination of finally having both—yeah, that was currently blowing her mind.

“I love you, too.” Lily’s voice was sure and steady as she moved purposefully, knowing exactly how she wanted to mark this moment forever.

She grabbed the front of Wren’s oversized rugby shirt, pulling her forward, their lips crashing together, Wren’s hands finding her hips.

They had made out plenty of times before, had explored each other’s bodies over their clothes, and in a few particularly memorable makeout sessions had even touched each other’s boobs, which had been so, so, so cool because why was no one talking about how perfect the feeling of a boob in your hand was!? And Wren? Her boobs were amazing.

There had even been one particularly hot and heavy make-out session right before the Olympics, where Lily had almost said to hell with it and thrown the rules out the window right then and there, but Wren, out of respect, had pulled back. Tonight, there wasn’t any of that. She was ready.

Wren rolled on top of her, the weight of her lanky body pressing Lily perfectly into the cushions as they kissed. Lily wove her fingers deep into Wren’s mess of dark curls, nails massaging her scalp in the way she knew Wren liked. Her body twitched with her own need to feel more of Wren and that need only increased with every soft sound that left Wren’s lips.

Wren whimpered against her—a sound that Lily adored—as her thumbs brushed the exposed skin around Lily’s waist where her sweatshirt had ridden up. She moaned at the feeling of Wren’s thigh pressing deliciously between her legs, driving her absolutely wild.

“Lily,” Wren groaned against her lips, pulling the bottom one into her mouth, biting it gently.

Her body burned for Wren, a fire coursing through her in pulsating waves. It was like nothing she had ever felt before, and as nimble fingers found their way beneath her sweatshirt, it burned even hotter. Wren’s hands danced along her ribcage, thumbs brushing the underwire of her bra before cupping her breast, squeezing her gently.

Lily wanted more. More than what they had been dancing around for months, more than where she had repeatedly made them stop. She wanted Wren. To touch Wren, to feel Wren. To know what it felt like to make Wren feel everything.

But what if you’re bad at it? That small voice popped into her head. The one that liked to keep her humble with its reminders that, as much as she wanted to be, she—Lily Gallagher—was in fact not good at everything.

She shifted, trying to ignore that voice, trying to focus on Wren, and the really, really hot thing she was currently doing with her tongue against Lily’s neck.

Wren pulled back, her tongue darting out to lick her lips as her eyes trailed down over Lily’s body beneath her. Could she tell Lily’s mind had been somewhere else?

“Sorry.” Wren’s gaze glowed under the golden hue of the fairy lights above them. “I got carried away,” she said gingerly, pulling her hand from beneath Lily’s sweatshirt, much to Lily’s dismay.

Lily studied Wren, the way her eyes—so intensely green with little splashes of blue—asked questions she knew Wren would never ask out of respect for Lily’s boundaries and rules.

“I’m not sorry,” Lily whispered, voice low. She reached out, pushing Wren onto her back, still slightly propped up by the pile of pillows leaning against the couch.

She moved, straddling Wren’s narrow hips and enjoying the wide-eyed excitement spreading across her features as Lily reached for the hem of her own sweatshirt, pulling it up over her head and tossing it aside.

“I want you to get carried away.” Lily heard the words fall from her lips, heard how sure she sounded even as she worked so hard to keep her voice from shaking.

Wren froze as Lily’s words registered. “Really?” she breathed.

Lily nodded, reaching around behind her back to unclasp her bra, the flesh-toned straps falling loosely as she pulled the garment away, eyes never leaving the safety of Wren’s gaze.

“Really.”

She wanted this. And if there was one thing Lily had always done in her life, it was going after the things she wanted.

“Oh. My. God,” Wren whispered, eyes dropping to look at her bare chest with pure adoration before reaching out.

Lily inhaled sharply as Wren’s hands made contact with her skin, squeezing her breasts gently, thumbs instantly finding her nipples. She leaned into the touch, kissing Wren again, getting lost in the feeling of their lips moving together.

Impatient hands tugged at Wren’s shirt—she wanted it off, now— their kiss breaking long enough for Wren to peel it off, up and over her head, revealing the simple black sports bra Lily knew would be there—the only brand Wren could stand to wear. A blush crept up her cheeks when she noticed the shadows created by the hardened peaks of Wren’s nipples, and she couldn’t help herself when she reached out, brushing her thumbs lightly over them, basking in the feeling of Wren shuddering beneath her touch. Lily moved her fingers lower, dancing along the elastic band. But Wren stopped her, grabbing gently at her wrist.

“I—uh—I think I’d prefer keeping my bra on.” Wren’s voice was shy, almost embarrassed, as she whispered her want.

Lily, nervous she had done something wrong, asked, “Did I⁠—”

“No. Absolutely not,” Wren reassured, reading her insecurity. “I liked what you were doing—really, really liked it— I just want to keep my bra on if that’s okay. I’m just—uh—yeah.”

Lily leaned back, still straddling Wren, still naked from the waist up. She traced Wren’s jaw with the tips of her fingers, brushing her thumb over her slightly kiss-swollen bottom lip.

“I’m nervous too, Wren,” she said softly, glancing away from those earnest green eyes.

“You are?”

Lily nodded, leaning forward, her lips finding that spot under Wren’s jaw that made her gasp. “Keep telling me what feels good and what doesn’t,” she murmured against Wren’s skin as she moved down her body.

When her lips found Wren’s nipples, Lily was struck with an idea as she flicked the hardened peak with her tongue. She breathed hot air against Wren, satisfied by the way Wren’s grip in her hair tightened reflexively.

“That,” she moaned. “I really like that.”

Lily smirked against her, repeating the motion, alternating nipples, delighting every time Wren’s grip tugged slightly at her hair, sending heat straight between her thighs. Maybe she wasn’t going to be bad at this after all.

Her confidence only grew with each kiss she placed along the perfect curves of Wren’s abdomen, then lower still. Wren spread her legs so Lily could kneel between them, peppering the waistline of her baggy jeans with soft kisses.

“Can I?” Lily asked, fingers toying with the button of Wren’s jeans.

Wren nodded, releasing the hold she still had in Lily’s hair, helping her as she pushed Wren’s jeans down over her hips. She pulled them off before removing her own leggings, leaving both of them in their underwear.

Lily kneeled once more between Wren’s legs, hands running over muscled thighs before continuing up the length of her body and leaning forward to catch Wren’s lips again. She sank into the warmth of their exposed skin, pressing together—a feeling she wanted to remember forever. Wren wrapped her long legs around her, pulling their bodies even closer.

She moaned at the feeling of heat coming from between her thighs, rocking her hips, pressing against Wren before pushing her thighs apart.

Wren’s chest rose and fell slowly as Lily reached out, tracing her fingers over the fabric of Wren’s simple bikini-style underwear, brushing over a damp spot. Holy shit—the realization hitting her in the moment—that wet spot? That was because of her.

The intensity of that knowledge surged in her chest, emboldening her. Why was no one talking about how being able to turn a girl on was one of the most powerful fucking feelings? That feeling fueled her movements as she hooked her fingers into the waistband of Wren’s underwear. She made eye contact with Wren, whose dark curls moved with her head as she nodded, lifting her hips to allow Lily to remove them. And when she looked back, Lily was in awe.

Wren had one hand next to her, gripping the pillow, the other moving over her chest, body anticipating Lily’s movements. Ready and waiting for her. It was the hottest thing she had ever seen—to have someone—to have Wren—spread for her like this, waiting for her like this.

Lily scooted back, lowering herself, pressing kisses up the length of Wren’s inner thigh and over her hip, kissing above the small patch of coarse hair. She paused, slightly unsure what she should do next. Was she supposed to just go down on Wren? Touch her first? They hadn’t talked at all about penetration.

Don’t overthink it. With that single mantra, Lily silenced the rising wave of panic. She knew what she wanted to try, but wanted to make sure Wren wanted that too.

“Can I taste you?”

“Fuck—yes—please.” Wren’s words were eager, causing every ounce of nervousness to leave Lily’s body, hearing how excited she was at the thought of Lily going down on her.

She inhaled deeply, making a mental note of the incredible scent of Wren’s desire for her—like earth and a little sweat. She had never seen a vagina this close before, and aside from diagrams her moms had used to explain female anatomy to her and an inquisitive afternoon spent looking at her own with a mirror, she had never seen another one. But Wren’s was…cute. She didn’t really know how else to describe it as she ran her tongue between Wren’s lips, hands gripping her hips as Lily dove completely into tasting her.

“Oh—fu—mmm.” Wren twitched under her movements as Lily swirled her tongue, noticing the way Wren’s hips jolted or how she moaned when Lily made a specific flicking movement over the little mound Lily had guessed was her clit. Lily used that information to guide her, and as Wren’s moans grew deeper and more desperate, that fire inside her burned hotter and hotter.

“I love you,” Lily whispered, dragging her tongue between her folds to circle her clit in drawn-out wet strokes, savoring the taste of Wren in her mouth.

Wren bunched Lily’s hair in her fist, tugging slightly with each flick of her tongue.

“Lily,” she whined, legs twitching, hips rolling up to chase her mouth. Lily dug her fingertips into Wren’s hips, holding her in place, the muscles in her biceps flexing with the effort of restraining her while continuing to work her tongue repeatedly over her clit until Wren was gasping for breath.

“I—Lily—I—yes—” Wren moaned, body tightening around her, thighs fighting the urge to press together. “Fuck, Lily.”

Wren’s voice, Lily registered, was unusually high-pitched as her legs shook and—oh. Wren’s hand pushed at her shoulder, urging her to stop. And Lily did, immediately, panicked for a moment that she had done something to make Wren uncomfortable, only to realize it was quite the opposite.

“Did you just, you know, have an orgasm?” Lily asked curiously. God, she wished she sounded cooler, but unfortunately, this was what she had to work with.

Wren nodded feverishly, breath still shaky. “I think so? I mean, I’ve never felt that before, when, you know, like when I touch myself.”

Lily felt the heat in her cheeks rise at the mental image of Wren touching herself, and she added that to the growing wishlist of naked activities she very much wanted to try with her.

“Come here.” Wren grinned, tugging gently at Lily’s arm, pulling her up to straddle her hips again. “That was…”

“Really cool, right?” Lily added, her impulsive excitement taking control of her words before she could think.

Wren beamed a dopey, satisfied smile, her hands tracing lines up and down Lily’s sides. “The coolest,” she confirmed. “But now I want to show you how cool that felt.”

Wren’s eyes dropped to Lily’s chest as she cupped Lily’s breast with one hand, the other snaking around her body, steadying her. Wren squeezed her, gently pulling at her nipple, groaning as it hardened between her fingers.

Fuck. Yeah. Such an incredible feeling, Lily thought, getting lost in Wren’s touch, leaning back slightly to grant Wren more access. She took it, quickly pulling a nipple into her mouth, rolling it with her tongue.

Lily could feel how wet she was, fully aware of how turned on going down on Wren had made her. She doubted she was going to last very long because even the slightest movement of Wren’s tongue on her nipple was driving her crazy.

And then Wren slipped a hand between their bodies, pressing directly against Lily.

“Wren—” She inhaled, rolling her hips forward, pushing against Wren’s fingers over her underwear. Each pass of her hips moved her closer and closer as she rolled them over and over, arms snaking around Wren’s neck, pulling her as close as possible.

“God, you feel so good like this,” Wren whispered. Lily slammed her eyes shut. Hearing Wren’s voice when she was this close—it was almost too much. “Your underwear was already wet when I touched you,” she breathed, a strong arm wrapped around Lily’s waist, holding her in place as she slipped a hand into Lily’s underwear, sighing when her fingers met Lily’s wetness.

Lily let out a whimper, the pure pleasure of it all almost too much as Wren moved her fingers in slow, purposeful circles. Again, and again, and again, Lily desperately chasing her touch, moaning in her ear.

“I love you, I love you, I love you,” she chanted in Wren’s ear, her fingertips digging into Wren’s shoulder as Wren pulled her over the edge in a wave of heat. One that ripped through her in an erratic movement of hips jerking and nails digging into Wren’s shoulders, all of it felt so, so good, and—woah.

Lily couldn’t recall if she had been loud or silent, or anything in between, because all her mind had locked onto was chasing that heat until it had completely consumed her. Her body slumped forward, skin a little sticky with sweat as she leaned her forehead against Wren’s, their breathing slowing together.

“That was so fucking cool,” Wren breathed as she stroked her back, causing Lily to laugh.

“Yeah, it really was,” she whispered.
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Beth slid her thumb over the cool plastic of the switch controlling the neon OPEN sign hanging inside the front window of the Grumpy Goat, turning it off as she closed down the shop for the day. She busied herself with the closing duties, running through the list of items needing her attention. She had already taken care of the most immediate items, like cleaning the espresso machine. All she had left to do was sweep and wipe down tables.

The bell over the door chimed—shoot. She thought she had locked the door.

“Sorry, we’re closed,” she said automatically, looking up only to find Sean and Pat smiling at her. “Oh, hey, guys.” She reached for a clean rag and the spray bottle, intending to continue with her task.

“Nope,” Sean said, reaching for the cleaner. “Strict orders from the boss. All work stops now.” He playfully grabbed her by the shoulders and steered her towards the door that Pat was holding open, Beth’s jacket already in his hand.

“Come on, we have plans!” Pat grinned, handing her her coat.

“Plans doing what? And what about finishing up with closing?” she asked, slipping into her purple raincoat and pulling the hood up, shielding herself from the gentle rain outside.

“Don’t worry about that,” Sean said, pulling his own hood up. “We’ll come back and take care of it later.”

“We told Oliver we’d be the first to swing by to try his new reserve wine,” Pat chimed in, guiding them down the walkway in the direction of town.

“And who is Oliver?” Beth asked, the name not ringing any bells.

“Oliver Rousseau. I don’t think you’ve met. He and his wife just opened up Grapes of Wrath, the new wine tasting room bookshop combo off Main Street.”

“They officially open at the end of the month, but they’ve been inviting people to swing by early to try some wines,” Sean added. “Oliver’s wife also happens to be a big fan of your art. Remember that series of paintings you did the winter before last? Those abstract birds on the water with the houseboats? She bought the whole collection.”

Beth’s mind stalled as her legs continued to carry her further, following along behind Sean and Pat. She remembered the collection. It had been the last thing she had painted before Jamie died.

The last thing she had painted—period.

Her pulse fluttered at the unexpected introduction of Jamie into the moment, but grief, she had learned, had a habit of doing that. Inserting itself anywhere it wanted. She took a deep breath, acknowledging the moment and the feeling before setting it aside.

They reached the tasting room, a small building with wide, weathered plank siding, and ducked inside. Sean waved to a man behind the bar in a green plaid shirt who had a face that looked incredibly familiar.

“Hi. Oliver Rousseau.” He introduced himself with a handshake over the bar.

“Beth,” she said quickly.

“Oh! The artist, right! My wife Sophie loves your work. She’s going to be so excited to meet you. She’s in the back taking care of a quick diaper change. Make yourselves comfortable, I’ll grab a bottle and some glasses.” Oliver gestured to a round high-top table in the corner.

“Alright,” came Oliver’s voice moments later as he set three wine glasses in front of them, uncorking the bottle in his hand. “We’ll start you off with the tasting first. Beginning with a Pinot Gris.”

Oliver passed glasses around before disappearing back behind the bar. Beth took a sip from the glass in her hand, letting the notes of melon and stone fruit sit on her taste buds.

A commotion echoed in the room behind the bar at the same time the front door opened. A high-pitched giggle emitted from a small, wobbly redheaded baby toddling towards the woman who had just entered.

“Delaney, come back here!” Oliver’s voice called after the girl.

“I’ve got her.” The woman crouched down, scooping up the girl and twirling her around, creating even more high-pitched, gleeful screeches.

“Thanks, Liv.”

Beth’s head whipped around at the familiar name, and sure enough, there was her friend standing before her. “Liv, hey.” She grinned, drawing Liv’s gaze towards her, a smile instantly spreading across her face in return.

“Hey! Delaney, can you say hello to Aunt Livvy’s friends?” The toddler gave Beth a terrified, wide-eyed look before burying her face in Liv’s shoulder.

“She’s at that age where she goes from social to shy in an instant.” Liv laughed, cradling her niece’s head.

“My daughter Dylan never really outgrew that stage,” Sean said, taking another sip from his glass. “Damn, this wine is good.”

“Thank you,” Oliver said, returning to the table with another bottle in hand. “Made it myself.”

“Dad jokes, really, Liver?”

“Oliver,” he corrected under his breath.

“You’ll have to excuse my little brother. He can be so crotchety sometimes.” Liv winked at Beth, making Beth roll her eyes, a smile pulling at her lips. “Here, Liver. Trade. Please take your spawn.” Liv handed the baby to Oliver. “And I’ll take that,” she said, reaching for the wine bottle in his hand. “Now go parent or whatever it is you do with my beautiful, darling, favorite niece. And tell Sophie to get out here, she’s much better company than you.”

Liv poured each of them a tasting from the bottle she had grabbed from Oliver. Beth swirled the glass, bringing it to her nose, breathing in the crisp notes.

“Here you have a delightful Chardonnay made only of the finest hand-picked grapes⁠—”

“None of that is true,” a voice said as a petite brunette appeared beside Beth. “I’m Sophie, Oliver’s wife. And that’s Chenin Blanc.” Just like that, Sophie took over their tasting, Liv grabbing herself a glass and sliding onto the empty stool next to Beth.

They worked their way slowly through the list of white wines. Beth’s personal favorite was expectedly the Viognier, but there had been a delightful White Mourvedre that was a close second. Sophie, Beth quickly learned, was more than generous with her tasting pours, and soon enough, she felt that comfortable floatiness of being perfectly buzzed.

“So, Olivia and Oliver?” Pat asked, pouring himself another splash of the Chenin Blanc Sophie had left with them as she went to grab the reds.

Liv rolled her eyes. “Ugh, yes. Six generations of Rousseaus, every firstborn a boy named Oliver. Enter me, lucky generation seven—not a boy. Olivia was close enough. Dad couldn’t let it go; Oliver came along five years later.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Beth caught the flash of a familiar silhouette walking past the window. “It’s Sarah,” she said excitedly, sliding off her stool and moving towards the door.

“Beth, where are you—” Sean started, but she waved him off.

“I’ll be right back,” she called over her shoulder, already halfway out the door before her brain tried to convince her that maybe this wasn’t a good idea. Now that she was standing, she realized she was slightly more tipsy than she had thought. And, she realized with one step out the door, it was still raining. “Sar! Hey, Sarah!”

Sarah, walking quickly past the next shop, stopped and turned, somehow managing to position herself perfectly centered under a street light in a way that made the light cut across her body in broad streaks. She looked like one of those vintage drawings standing there in her trench coat, an expensive messenger bag over her shoulder, and as Beth stepped closer, she caught the glint of gold at Sarah’s wrist—that gorgeous Cartier watch she had started wearing while dating Nell.

“Beth. Hey.” Sarah smiled, her face settling into comfortable recognition.

“Hey,” Beth said, catching up to her and standing a few feet away on the sidewalk.

“You already said that,” Sarah pointed out with an amused grin.

“Oh yeah, I guess I did,” she said airily. There had always been something about Sarah that stopped her in her tracks, making her forget all her thoughts. Like everything just halted to a stop, and nothing else mattered when Sarah’s attention was locked on her. “Are you busy?” she asked. “You should come have a drink with us—Sean, Pat, and me, I mean. Oh, and you can meet my friend, the one with the car!”

“Yeah, okay,” Sarah agreed without missing a beat.

Beth, who was already prepared to need to do a bit of coaxing, was momentarily thrown off by Sarah’s quick acceptance. “No, really, you should—oh? Yes?”

“Yeah. Why not? Sounds like fun.” Sarah shrugged, adjusting the strap of her expensive-looking quilted leather bag.

“Okay then,” she said dumbly, standing there in the rain, looking at Sarah.

“You’re tipsy already, aren’t you?” Sarah laughed, the two of them moving back towards the tasting room as she shot Beth a look that said Don’t even bother trying to hide it from me, I know you too well.

“Just a little.” Beth smiled, holding the door to the wine tasting room open for Sarah. “After you.”

They reentered the warm, dry space, joining the group at the table in the corner. Sean and Pat both stood to greet and hug Sarah.

“Sarah, this is⁠—”

“Olivia,” Sarah said, finishing the introduction for her.

Confused, Beth looked between Sarah and Liv. “You two know each other?”

“We do, yes.” A mischievous grin unfurled across Liv’s lips. “And you two?” she asked curiously.

“Ex-wife,” they said in unison. Beth shot Sarah a quick look that Sarah returned, lips pressed together in amusement.

“Liv is my car friend,” Beth explained to Sarah, trying to connect how she and Liv might know each other. “How do you two...” she trailed off at Sean’s chuckle coming from Liv’s right.

“Oh, I was wondering when this would happen,” Sean said in delight, leaning back and sipping from his glass. “Please, by all means, continue.”

She gave Sean a look that said, okay, weirdo, then turned her attention back to Liv and Sarah. “What am I missing?”

Sarah reached for the wine glass in Beth’s hand, draining the last of its contents in one gulp. “You know that extremely short date I went on on Friday? The one I ended early?” As she spoke, her eyes landed on Liv.

Beth nodded, remembering hearing about it from her on Saturday morning when she had swung by the Grumpy Goat during Beth’s opening shift.

“It would have been rude of me not to say anything,” Liv said defensively.

“We didn’t even make it through the appetizer,” Sarah muttered under her breath.

“I’m not sorry.”

“Neither am I,” Sarah added.

“Wait a minute. What is going on?” Beth asked, still lost.

“Sarah and I went on a date on Friday,” Liv said, taking an unbothered sip from her glass. “I appreciate a driven and ambitious woman as much as the next girl, but I’m looking for something specific in a woman. And while everything looked good on paper, it was apparent to me very quickly that we”—she gestured between herself and Sarah—“wouldn’t be going anywhere. So I told her that I thought we’d be better as⁠—”

“Friends,” Beth finished, understanding what Sean was finding so funny as she echoed the exact words Liv had told her at the end of their own date over the summer.

“She friend-zoned both of you.” Sean snickered into his glass.

“You’d think that for someone looking for something so specific, using a match-making service would expedite the process a bit.” Sarah rolled her eyes.

“Perhaps if I were actually using the services, my search would be going quicker. But I’m not. Janet is my aunt. Now and again, she calls me to meet one of her clients when the vibe is right. Who am I to say no? We’re all just out here looking for love, aren’t we?”

“Amen!” Pat said, holding out his empty glass, looking adoringly at Sean.

Sophie reappeared at the table next to them, uncorking the bottle in her hand. “Alright, who wants to try that reserve?” All five of them held out their wine glasses, ready for more.

Sophie talked them through the tasting notes for each of the reserve wines, and by the time they reached the last one, Beth was definitely feeling the effects.

She smiled to herself, sitting quietly on her stool as she observed the group around her, watching how their varying personalities interacted with and played on one another. Sarah and Sean like oil and water, each with a heart of gold. Sweet, gentle Pat, always down for a good time. And now there was Liv, with all her eccentricities and oddities—these were her friends.

Six months ago, socializing like this would have felt so forced, so not where her headspace was even a year after Jamie’s passing. Now, however, it felt right. But probably the most important thing this evening had done for her was restore her faith in her ability to have fun without feeling guilty—something that hadn’t happened since Jamie died.

She made a mental note to tell Lenore the next time she saw her—actually, she made a mental note to schedule an appointment. It had been almost four months since she had last sat in Lenore’s incredibly bland office to talk about her feelings. Those four months had gone by so fast, and not once had Beth really felt the need to go back to therapy. She had her tools for coping with everything from grief to overwhelm to anxiety to imposter syndrome. Wasn’t the next part to put those tools to work?

“Beth?” Sarah gave her a quizzical look.

Crap. She had zoned out again. She really needed to stop doing that, but for her whole life, she had been the type of person who spent just a little too much time in her head. She glanced around the table to try to piece together what had happened while she’d been off in her little world. Sean and Pat were standing, pulling on their coats, and Oliver had returned with the baby.

“Sorry, I missed that. What?”

“Everyone else is heading out, but I was going to stay and have another glass of wine while Sophie wraps up a few things here. Do you want to stay?”

Beth glanced around, quickly making her decision. “Yeah, another drink sounds great. I could go for a glass of that Viognier.”

“I had a feeling that’s what you were going to want. I had Sophie grab you a glass.” Sarah smiled as Sophie set down two glasses in front of them.

“I’ll be in the back finishing up a few things. Holler if you need anything,” Sophie said, stopping to kiss Oliver and say her goodbyes to Liv and Delaney.

“We need to head out,” Sean said, leaning in to hug Beth first, then extending a hand to Sarah. “You two behave yourselves.” He winked before following Pat out the door.

“Auntie duty calls.” Liv pulled Beth into a warm hug before turning to Sarah. “Sarah, it was good to see you again so soon. I’m sure this won’t be the last time our paths cross. I truly meant what I said. I think we’d be good friends.”

A flicker of something Beth couldn’t quite place flashed in Sarah’s eyes before it was gone. “Don’t be a stranger, Liv,” Sarah said.

Then it was the two of them, a bottle of wine, and nothing but the evening ahead.

“God, when was the last time we did this?” Sarah mused, pouring the pale yellow liquid into Beth’s glass and handing it to her.

Beth wasn’t quite sure what this Sarah was referring to. Them sharing a bottle of wine? Them being friends? “Mmhmm,” she agreed non-committally as she sipped from her glass, eyes flitting around the tasting room before landing on the collection of her paintings on the opposite wall.

“Those are yours, aren’t they?” Sarah asked, standing up with her wine glass in hand, moving towards the paintings.

Beth didn’t join her, choosing to remain seated. She watched the way Sarah expertly dangled her wine glass between long, elegant fingers as she examined the paintings. A sudden rush of nervousness hit her as Sarah leaned in close to one, and Beth took an anxious sip from her glass.

“Your style has changed so much over the years,” Sarah observed, looking back at her over her shoulder. “In all the best ways, of course.” She tossed Beth a charming smile, sauntering back to their table. “Working on anything fun these days?”

She froze under Sarah’s unassuming question. The truth was no—she still hadn’t been able to produce anything more than the most basic sketch or drawing. Her studio, paints, brushes, and canvases remained untouched.

“Not really,” she said quickly, hoping that would be enough to quell Sarah’s curiosity.

Sarah simply raised an eyebrow as she sipped from her glass. Of course she saw right through Beth’s response.

“How do you do that?” Beth asked.

“What?”

“How do you always know there’s more than what I’m saying?”

“I’m very good at reading people. You should know that better than anyone,” Sarah said quietly.

Their eyes met over the small, flickering, flameless candle on the table between them. Beth took the time to really study Sarah in a way she hadn’t in years, trying to see beneath the carefully constructed exterior Sarah had always been so good at showing the world, searching for what existed behind it in the parts she kept the most guarded.

“You have always been good at that.” Beth took another sip from her glass, contemplating what to say next. “I’m not actually working on anything right now. I haven’t been working on anything since Jamie died,” she said flatly.

If Beth were being honest, she’d admit that she was starting to get annoyed with all the lingering bits of grief that still existed in her day-to-day life and how they showed up unexpectedly on nights like tonight. She’d tell Sarah she was done and ready to fully move on to the next chapter of her life, leaving the chapter marked Jamie behind, but that truth stung a little too much for her to stomach saying it out loud just yet.

Sarah eyed her. “Do you want solutions? Or someone to listen?”

Beth blinked. She had been ready for Sarah to leap into solutioning mode—willing to turn over every stone until she found the right answer to Beth’s problems. It was what she had done ever since they had known each other. Sarah had a knack for finding genius solutions to even the most nonsensical issues. But here she was asking what Beth wanted instead of jumping right in. That was new.

“I think I just want you to listen tonight.” Beth’s voice was quiet, but even she could hear the relief in her words.

“You’ll find I’m a lot better at listening than I used to be.” Sarah smiled over the rim of her wine glass, taking the last sip before refilling both their glasses. “I’ve got nothing but time tonight.”

So that was exactly what they did. They took turns talking and listening and listening and talking until the bottle of wine between them disappeared and Sophie returned from the room behind the bar.

“I’m going to lock up soon. How was the wine?” she asked, collecting their empty glasses.

“It was phenomenal,” Beth said, words slurring together just the tiniest bit. The wine had been delicious, but she was feeling it.

“I’m going to call Lily. I don’t think either of us should be driving right now,” Sarah said, trying for the third time to put her arm in her coat sleeve.

Beth giggled as they waved goodbye to Sophie, promising to come back once Grapes of Wrath officially opened. Sarah stopped on the sidewalk outside the tasting room, her phone in her hand and Lily’s name already on the screen as she put the phone on speaker, holding it up between them.

Lily answered on the third ring.

“Hi, sweetie,” Sarah said in the same warm, soft tone she always used with Lily.

“Hi, love!” Beth said a little too loudly, holding up her hand to stifle her giggle.

“Moms? Why are you two together?” Lily asked, her skepticism coming through.

“I ran into your mama, Pat, and Sean, and we all had a glass of wine together,” Sarah explained as Beth swayed from one foot to the other, watching the way the street lights reflected in the puddles on the sidewalk.

“Sounds like more than just one.” Amusement laced Lily’s words as Sarah rolled her eyes.

“Can you come pick us up? We’re on Main Street between the gift shop and the Pho Palace.”

“Yeah, fine. I’ll be there in ten minutes,” Lily said before Sarah’s screen went dark.

“Whatever happened to the art of saying goodbye?” Sarah mused, sliding her phone back into the pocket of her trench coat.

“Communication is a dying art form,” Beth said lazily, shifting her head back and forth, still watching the reflections of light dancing in the puddles.

“That’s bleak.”

Beth shrugged. She took a seat on the bench a few steps away, Sarah sitting beside her as they waited for Lily.

“So we think Lily and Wren are definitely having sex, right?” Beth blurted out.

Sarah laughed, looking at her with an absurd expression. “You know, I never thought you were going to be this weird about her being a young adult with a healthy sex life.”

“I’m not,” Beth objected. “I want to make sure we, you know, prepared her for everything. There were so many things about queer sex no one talked about when we were navigating it at their age, and I just want to make sure she has what she needs from us.”

“If anything, I think we may have over-prepared her,” Sarah pointed out, and this time, Beth laughed with her.

“She asked me a few weeks ago what my first time was like,” Beth admitted, catching Sarah’s eye in the glow of the streetlight, the golden tint warming her features, and she knew Sarah was remembering it too because Sarah had been her first everything.

“Please tell me you didn’t tell our daughter that I took your virginity in the back of a yellow Volkswagen Jetta.” Sarah cringed.

“No, I left out that detail.” Beth laughed. “Didn’t really feel relevant.”

“So what did you tell her?” Sarah asked, turning her body slightly towards Beth’s, their knees touching as she tilted her head in curiosity.

“I told her that having your first time be with someone who loves and respects you is truly the most magical thing in the world.” Beth’s grip on the edge of the bench tightened before relaxing, and for a moment, she thought she caught Sarah’s hand inching closer towards hers, but she decided her tipsy state of mind was making her see things that weren’t really there.

A pair of headlights flashed as the familiar Subaru Outback pulled up at the curb, Lily rolling down the window. Beth took the front seat while Sarah slipped into the back, and as Lily pulled away, she began her teasing.

“You know, I’m proud of you two for making smart drinking choices tonight. You called me when you had too much, and there’s no shame in that. You followed the buddy system and stayed together, and no one is sick or crying. Glad you take your own advice, Moms.”

“Lily, sweetie, I say this with all the love in my heart, but please shut up and drive,” Sarah mumbled from the back seat.

Beth turned to look at Sarah, and that’s when she caught it, that slight playful wink from Sarah that made her heart jump.
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Sarah and Nell took on the rain-slicked stairs leading down to the Seattle ferry terminal side by side. Nell had flown in the week before for an annual leadership summit, which had eaten up most of her free time, but, like always, she made a point of prioritizing one-on-one time with Sarah in the form of a private dining experience and a weekend together.

“Calling this ‘a few stairs’ is a bold interpretation of what, in reality, is actually a mountain,” Nell grumbled under her breath, the pointed heels of her Saint Laurent knee-high leather boots clicking against the damp pavement as they reached street-level. “Five whole flights to ground level, Sarah. Really?”

“Be glad we’re going down, not up.” Sarah chuckled, wrapping an arm around Nell’s shoulders as they walked down the street. “To be fair, I did tell you to wear Seattle-appropriate footwear.”

“I thought you meant for the rain. I didn’t anticipate we’d be partaking in a stairmaster challenge.”

“What happened to that rule you had? What was it… Anticipate everything, react to nothing? This feels an awful lot like a reaction.” She squeezed Nell’s shoulders as Nell playfully batted her away with her free hand.

“I regret sharing those with you,” Nell said, not looking at her, that smirk on her dark lips giving her away.

“Liar.” Sarah smiled, bumping her hip into Nell’s.

They continued down the street toward the pier where the ferry was docked.

“What did you think of Renee Fairchild’s talk at the symposium yesterday?” Nell asked. “I thought she made some decent points about women taking ownership of male-dominated spaces.”

Sarah hummed her approval. Renee’s talk had been good, possibly a bit too elevated for the conference audience, but still thought-provoking to those of the right caliber. Nell had introduced her to Renee for the first time at a party in Las Vegas when Sarah had accompanied Nell as her plus one. Since that first introduction, Sarah had always gotten the sense that Renee wasn’t her biggest fan.

“I thought her talk was good, if a little idealistic given the current geopolitical climate, but it still had sustenance,” Sarah said, keeping her eyes on the sidewalk ahead of them.

“And,” Nell pressed her for more.

She shot Nell a glance. “You know I’m on the fence about Renee. There’s something…” She searched for the right words. “Closed off about her. You know? Kind of cold, but she hides it well. That political media training has certainly paid off.”

Nell grinned at her response. “That was my first impression of her, too. Renee is an acquired taste. Her upfront ambition can be a little off-putting, but she grows on you. I promise,” she said, slipping her hands into her long, dark brown leather jacket.

“Didn’t you two have dinner last month? What was that about?” Sarah had tried to ask Nell about that dinner the day after it happened, but Nell had shut her down, saying she would fill her in when the time was right. Which was incredibly annoying, but also so very Nell.

Nell pursed her lips together, stopping on the sidewalk, and Sarah stopped with her. “I’m not sure it’s time to loop you in fully.” She looked at Sarah with steely eyes. She knew Nell well enough to know that if she had a plan in mind, it was best that Sarah let her do her thing.

“Well, whenever it is time, I’m waiting with bated breath over here. Promise me it’s nothing too out there.”

“Where would be the fun in that?” Nell smirked as they approached the terminal, but Sarah held out her arm, stopping Nell. “What is it?”

Sarah nodded to two people standing at the base of the stairs leading up to the ticketing area. One of whom had blond hair she’d recognize anywhere.

“It’s Beth,” Sarah said, gesturing with her chin towards the pair of women ahead of them.

She watched Beth over Nell’s shoulder, intrigued. Sarah didn’t recognize the woman Beth was with, but Beth seemed to be enjoying herself, laughing at something the woman had just said, a hand on her forearm. Sarah could almost feel the heat of the gesture on her own skin.

Nell looked over her shoulder at the exact moment the woman leaned in and placed a kiss on Beth’s lips.

“Oh, well—that’s…” Nell’s voice trailed off as she turned back to face Sarah, watching her with those assessing eyes.

Sarah’s stomach clenched, the unfamiliar feeling of jealousy rising inside of her like a hot wave in a way she had only experienced a handful of times before. Why was that happening now? She shouldn’t be staring. She looked away, not wanting to invade this private moment for Beth.

“Are you okay?” Nell asked, concern in her voice as she rested a hand on Sarah’s bicep.

“Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

Nell raised a sharp eyebrow, pressing her lips together, forming an even thinner line.

“I moved on, Nell. You know that. Beth is free to see whomever she wants to. She’s dating. I’m dating. We’re good,” Sarah supplied, but the words felt half-hearted as she said them, and she wasn’t quite sure why.

“Sure, whatever you say.” Nell looped her arm through Sarah’s as they turned, moving towards the stairs. “It’s a public sidewalk; she can’t hog it all for a makeout session,” she said dryly.

But by the time they reached the bottom of the stairs, Beth and her date had disappeared, each heading off in different directions, which was somehow comforting to Sarah.

Sarah scanned their passes, and together they boarded the boat. As they walked through the interior of the ship, she spotted Beth sitting alone in one of the booths.

Beth looked up as they drew closer, her delight instantly playing on her lips when she recognized them.

“Nell! Sarah! Hey.” Her smile was bright. She was absolutely radiating that quiet power Sarah had known was there all along. There was that damn twinge pulling in her chest again, but this time she knew it wasn’t jealousy. It was more familiar than that—it was the feeling of enamorment that had only ever been tied to one person—Beth. But this time it had completely snuck up on her because what the hell was that about?

“Mind if we join you?” Nell asked.

“Please.” Beth motioned to the seat across from her.

Sarah slid across the bench first, positioning herself face-to-face with Beth. She swallowed hard, meeting her eyes and smiling quickly before glancing out the window at the downtown Seattle Skyline.

“How long are you in town, Nell?” Beth asked, crossing one denim-clad leg over the other, foot bouncing slightly.

Over the two and a half years Sarah and Nell had dated, Beth and Nell had developed a friendship of sorts. Sarah hesitated even to call it that. It was more like they were two planets that happened to orbit the same sun. She couldn’t think of two people less likely to seek out friendship with each other than Nell and Beth.

“Flying out on Sunday. I had a leadership conference in town this week and I promised Sarah some quality time over the weekend.”

“We’re going to try that goat yoga place, you know, the one we were talking about the other week that Lily found?” Sarah added.

“Sounds like a fun time,” Beth said, smiling.

“Anything exciting for you this weekend?” Nell asked.

“Nope, I picked up another Saturday shift at the Grumpy Goat, and other than the date I had tonight, I’m afraid it’s a pretty quiet weekend for me. Might try and paint this weekend.”

Sarah’s eyes snapped up at that mention, surprised, given Beth’s wine-confession the week before that she hadn’t painted anything since Jamie’s death.

“How was your date? Anything promising?” Nell asked, making Sarah’s head whip around to stare at her because what the hell, Nell. Really?

Beth grinned, a faint blush tinting the high points of her freckled cheeks. “It was a great one tonight. I had a lot of fun, and we’re going to see each other again next weekend. She’s a photographer, so we spent a good portion of our date talking about art. It was nice to connect with someone on that level again.”

“There’s something really special about that spark that comes with shared passions,” Nell said smoothly.

“There is, isn’t there?” Beth, still smiling, looked at Sarah. “You okay, Sar? You’re usually not this quiet.”

“Yup, all good,” Sarah said in a way that sounded nothing like her. “So—uh, painting this weekend?” she asked, trying to steer the conversation away from Beth’s “great” date.

“Eh, we’ll see. The ideas are there, but I’ve been getting hung up on the execution portion.”

“Let me know if there’s anything I can do. To, you know, help,” Sarah said sincerely.

The grainy voice announcing their arrival crackled over the ship’s intercom, and the three of them rose from their spots, making their way to the exit to disembark. They walked together to the parking lot where Beth got into her car, and Nell and Sarah got into theirs, going their separate ways.

Nell reached out, turning down the volume of the Alicia Keys album Sarah had put on for her. “Remember how you said you moved on from Beth? You’re so full of shit. What’s the plan, Gallagher?”

Sarah had no fucking clue.
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That Sunday afternoon, after Sarah had dropped Nell off at the airport, she was out around town running errands when she passed by a familiar art supplies store. She recognized the logo purely because it had been Beth’s go-to store for years and appeared on their joint credit card bill as a recurring charge. She flicked her blinker on and turned into the parking lot.

Inside the store, Sarah pushed a blue plastic cart up and down aisle after aisle of semi-familiar-to-unfamiliar art supplies. She obviously recognized the basics, but art had never really been her thing. What she lacked in right-brained-ness, she made up for in left-brained linear thinking and analysis.

“Can I help you find anything?” a girl in her mid-twenties asked, appearing next to her out of virtually nowhere, making Sarah jump. Yeah, she definitely had a strong aversion to art stores, but she had an idea for how to help Beth with her painter’s block problem, and once Sarah got an idea in her head, there was no backing down.

“Actually, yes. I’m looking to help a friend of mine get over a little bit of painter’s block. I need a roll of canvas and paint. Nothing too expensive, but nice enough,” she added as an afterthought, following the girl three aisles over to a wall of paints.

“What kind of paint? Watercolor, oil, acrylic, spray paint? What are you trying to make?”

“A painting,” Sarah responded automatically. “Oh, duh, I guess. Um, I think acrylic will work for what I have in mind.”

The girl showed her the acrylic paints and informed Sarah that “canvas by the roll can be found in aisle fifteen” before leaving her to shop in peace.

Sarah stared at the paints, unsure where to even start. She wasn’t good at this. Had never been good at any of this, but art was the reason she and Beth had met all those years ago, and Beth loved art, so Sarah had learned to love art too. She’d tried her best over the years to really listen and take in all the tidbits of random art knowledge and factoids that Beth had peppered her with. Still, unfortunately for her, she had a mind that struggled to listen to things she wasn’t interested in—something she had worked very hard on over the years to correct.

She decided to grab one tube of every color and two of white and black, remembering how Beth would fly through those colors when working. In aisle fifteen, she found the rolls of canvas right where the girl had said they would be. Sarah brought her cart of items to the register, where the same girl began ringing her up.

“Do you have a perks points account with us?” she asked, and Sarah was sure it was due to a corporate policy that pushed enrollment in the program.

“I think so?” She rattled off her phone number.

“Beth Gallagher?” the girl asked, catching Sarah off guard. It had been years since she had heard her last name attached to Beth’s name.

“Yup, that’s me,” she said quietly, wondering why Beth had never updated the account. Or if she even still used it.

Sarah paid for the supplies and loaded everything in her car, firing off a text to Beth before driving home.

Sarah: 4:37 PM


Do you have a free evening this week? I went back and grabbed a bottle of that Viognier you liked so much from Grapes of Wrath. I’m thinking wine and chat? Maybe a cheese board? Thoughts? Would a surprise sweeten the deal? Because I have one of those for you, too.




Sarah set her phone aside and began her drive home. She had just pulled onto the road leading to her house when a new message flashed across the car’s display, and the automated voice read it aloud for her.

Beth 4:46 PM


Sounds like exactly what I need right now. Painting was a no-go this weekend, and to be honest, I’m kind of feeling like shit about it. I’m free any day but Thursday.




Sarah waited until she was parked in her driveway to respond.

Sarah 4:52 PM


Wednesday? Lily is going to stay with Dylan in the city for a few days. Want to come over around 5?




Beth 4:53 PM


Works for me. See you then.
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Sarah didn’t like how slowly the days went by before Wednesday night. They gave her too much time to ruminate on the resurgence of her feelings for Beth. But the more she examined them, the more she realized they had never truly gone away—she had just gotten better at compartmentalizing them in recent years.

She rationalized to herself that these feelings had been bound to pop up now that she and Beth were friends again and spending more time together. But right now, it was best to keep that door closed.

Sarah peeled back the plastic shrink wrap around the roll of canvas, tossing it aside and unfurling the material across the hardwood floor of her living room. She had pushed the furniture to the edge of the room to create enough space for the surprise she had in mind for Beth.

She stepped back, flicking her wrist to check her watch. 4:51. She still had plenty of time before Beth was set to arrive. As she looked around the room at her handiwork—the couches moved, canvas laid flat across the floor, tubes of paint put on the coffee table—she hoped she wasn’t overstepping. It wasn’t her job to fix Beth’s painter’s block. She knew that. But she also knew a part of her had never been able to resist clearing obstacles that stood in the way of the people she loved and their passions, and Beth was, after all, her family.

The doorbell rang, and it took Sarah a moment to realize it was Beth. She had become so accustomed over the years to Beth knocking and letting herself in that the sound of the bell was a reminder of how much things had really changed between them.

Sarah opened the door to Beth standing on her front porch, glass container in hand, filled with what looked like Beth’s famous trail mix.

“Hey, come on in,” Sarah said, pushing the door open further.

“Hey.” Beth’s greeting floated to her as she breezed over the threshold of the house through the door Sarah was still holding open. The signature floral scent of lavender accompanied her, and Sarah couldn’t help but inhale deeply as she followed Beth back into the kitchen.

“I made a big batch of trail mix yesterday.” She shook the contents of the container in her hand slightly. “I know how much you like it, so I made some extra for you. Oh, and catch.” Beth tossed a small rectangular package.

“M&Ms?”

“Yeah, you always pick all the chocolate out of the trail mix. It’s infuriating. So I brought you a bag to help keep the savory-to-sweet ratio even in this batch. Without that delicate balancing act, the whole experience is ruined.” She slid onto one of the counter stools as Sarah reached into the cabinet above the wine fridge, pulling down two stemless wine glasses.

Beth removed the lid on the trail mix, fishing around for a moment before plucking out a raisin.

“If you’re gonna call me out for my hoarding of M&M’s, I’m one hundred percent calling you out for stealing all the pretzels.” Sarah uncorked the chilled bottle of white, pouring it into the glasses in front of her. The liquid sloshed around as it settled.

“I know, I know.” Beth reached over into her purse, pulling out a small plastic baggie with extra pretzels. “That’s why I brought extras.”

“Looks like you thought of everything.” Sarah smiled, holding out the glass of wine to Beth.

“I try.” She raised her glass in a silent toast to Sarah before taking a sip, and Sarah watched the way the light reflected off her wine-kissed lips like the sun shimmering on the water.

She licked her bottom lip slowly before catching herself, hiding the gesture in her own sip of wine. Beth, it appeared, had not noticed because of course she hadn’t. They were friends—there shouldn’t be a single flicker of romantic energy between them anymore. Not after Sarah had worked so hard to put away all the pieces of herself that were capable of loving Beth like that again.

Sarah busied herself with setting out the small charcuterie plate, eyes cast down and focused on the task at hand, but that wooshing sound in her ears grew louder and louder.

“I was so excited to get your text on Sunday,” Beth started, popping a cashew into her mouth. “Honestly, the weekend kind of went downhill after I ran into you and Nell.”

“What happened?” Sarah asked, layering a delicate stack of fig jam, an apple slice, and goat Brie onto a cracker, popping it into her mouth.

“Well, Lily and I were supposed to go for a walk Saturday morning.” Beth reached forward, piling her own cracker with cheese and turkey pepperoni, carefully drizzling her creation with honey. “But I got ditched in favor of Wren again. I know it’s normal, and I love Wren so much, but I was looking forward to some quality time with Lily. Is that too much to ask for?”

Sarah looked around the kitchen, drawing out the act with playful dramatic flair.

“What are you doing?” Beth’s blond eyebrows knit together with confusion as Sarah laughed.

“I’m looking for Donna Walsh because I could have sworn she was just here. I’m pretty sure she used to say those same things when you and I started dating and I was monopolizing all your precious time. You blew her off for every long weekend and school break that first year to stay with me.”

“Oh shut up, I’m nothing like my mom.” But Beth was grinning, knowing that as much as she liked to deny it, she and her mom had always been similar.

“Sure, Donna, keep telling yourself that,” Sarah teased, popping another cracker into her mouth.

Beth shot daggers at her with those intense blue eyes, and Sarah couldn’t help but laugh.

The daggers morphed into a glare, only making Sarah smile wider, before Beth inhaled deeply, continuing with her weekend recap. “And then Sunday rolled around. Tori—my date from Friday—texted me. I got all excited thinking we would be setting up our second date, but no. It was a text letting me know she’s getting back with her ex, and while she had fun on Friday, she needs to prioritize making that relationship work.”

Beth took a sip from her glass as Sarah leaned against the counter opposite her, trying not to reward the tiny piece of herself currently jumping up and down with excitement that Beth was back at square one when it came to dating. Seriously, Sarah? So mature.

“And I truly must be a masochist because right after that, I decided to try and paint only for it to end the same way it always does. With absolutely nothing.” She paused, taking a breath. “Anyways, here’s to me continuing the theme of this year, which is that I’m a hot mess express of a human these days.”

“You’re not a hot mess,” Sarah said gently. And she meant it. “You’re just a little…lost. But we all get a little lost sometimes, so that’s okay.”

“You don’t,” Beth said quietly, catching her off guard. “You’ve always known exactly what you’re doing and what comes next.”

Sarah laughed, looking down into the wine glass cradled in her hands. “I wish that were true, but no, I definitely do not always know what I’m doing, or what’s coming next.” She looked up, catching Beth’s eye, letting herself get lost for a moment in the familiar comfort of her gaze.

Sarah debated whether to open up to Beth about how messy her life had truly felt since the end of their marriage, how she had felt stuck in a proverbial waiting room, not knowing how to move on. For the better part of a decade, she had felt like she was drifting until Nell offered her a tether in the shape of one of the most meaningful relationships she had ever had, along with a new career opportunity running the Stanhope Giving Foundation.

“Turns out I’m human just like everyone else,” she said, deciding it was best not to open those old wounds and to enjoy this evening for what it was—a chance to help Beth.

Beth’s blue eyes lingered on her, studying her with the same intensity she studied the beautiful things she brought to life in her paintings, and for a moment, Sarah thought she was going to press her for more, but she didn’t.

“So,” Sarah said, pushing off the counter, straightening herself. “I have a surprise for you.”

Beth arched a brow. “Yeah, your text on Sunday mentioned one. I’ll admit I’ve been a little curious. Your surprises have always been legendary.”

Sarah couldn’t help the small swell of excitement at Beth’s praise, the warmth of it spreading through her.

“So—uh—the surprise,” she stammered, wincing at her slightly flustered tone. Pull it together. You’re just doing something nice for her. She reached for her wine glass, moving towards the living room. “Do you remember in college you made us go see The Princess Diaries?”

A wide smile cracked across Beth’s lips as she grabbed her wine, following her down the hall.

“Oh my god, yes! I forgot about that. Your roommate made those pot brownies, remember? That was such a fun night.”

Sarah’s lips twitched at the memory. They had purposefully picked a later showing and giggled all the way through the movie, hands roaming each other’s thighs, making out in the dark in a way that, looking back now, felt so free.

“Yeah,” she breathed, heat rising in her cheeks as she remembered. “Do you remember how obsessed you got with that scene where they throw the darts at the paint-filled balloons? You told me that night that your favorite part of making art was creating from a place of joy. Well, I don’t have balloons, but we’re going to make some art out of joy tonight.”

Beth’s curious smile fell as they entered the living room, looking around at the materials Sarah had set up earlier. “I don’t understand,” she said slowly.

Sarah used her phone to turn on music—specifically a playlist of all of the songs she knew Beth liked to dance to.

“We’re having a dancing paint party.” Sarah beamed as she pulled off her socks, cuffing her pants to avoid ruining them. Beth followed her lead. “C’mon,” she encouraged, grabbing one of the tubes of paint from the coffee table.

Beth reached for a tube of yellow paint, cautiously turning it over in her hands. “So we’re just going for it? Paint on canvas and dancing?”

Sarah hesitated, feeling Beth’s energy shift from excited curiosity to a quiet timidness that was so unlike her.

“I thought it could be a fun way to get over your painter’s block. You know, create in a way that’s so different from how you usually do, but we don’t have to if you don’t⁠—”

A rush of blond waves moving towards her cut off her sentence, and Sarah stumbled back a step as Beth flung her arms around her neck, pulling her into a hug. Sarah stood frozen to the spot as all the memories of every hug, every touch, every kiss with Beth spilled out of the box in her mind labeled DO NOT OPEN that she had worked so hard to seal shut.

This was a bad idea.

Sarah drew in a short breath, arms instinctively wrapping around Beth’s waist, pulling her close, bodies pressing together in an almost too perfect kind of way. The warmth of it was exquisite as she breathed in lavender and nostalgia, closing her eyes.

But then Beth pulled away. “Let’s paint.” She beamed, stepping barefoot onto the canvas, Sarah behind her.

They began to squirt dollops of different-colored paint across the canvas as the music played around them. Beth instructed Sarah on where to put specific colors. Sarah couldn’t help but be a little in awe of the way Beth seemed to be able to already see the final result in her mind. Her brain definitely did not work like this.

The cold paint squelched between her toes as they danced together to Whitney Houston’s “I Wanna Dance with Somebody”—a favorite of theirs from their college party days—pushing the paint around as they moved across the canvas in a fit of laughter and chaos. They continued like that through song after song, both breathless with wide smiles cemented in place.

The notes of the next song drifted from the speaker, and Beth flashed her a knowing look as ABBA’s “Super Trouper” began to play. “Of course you worked an ABBA song onto the playlist.”

“Everyone loves ABBA.”

“You’re not wrong.” Beth reached out, grabbing Sarah’s hand, pulling their bodies together, ready to dance.

It must have been the combination of wine, slick paint, and Sarah’s increasing nerves that made for poor balance as she slipped, the weight of her body coming out from under her as she fell to the ground, bringing Beth down with her.

Her back hit the floor with a thud, temporarily knocking the air out of her lungs as Beth toppled down on top of her, trying and failing to catch herself, her body smashing into Sarah’s.

After a panicked moment of assessing whether she was indeed truly okay and not injured, Sarah laughed. And not a small laugh, but a deep, full-body laugh that shook her entire frame. This was absurd. What had she been thinking? Of course this activity had a high slip rate, and of course she had been the one to fall.

“Are you okay?” she managed to get out through her laughter.

“Yeah.” Beth laughed too. “Lucky for me, you provided a cushy landing. Are you okay? You didn’t hit your head, did you?” she asked sweetly, bracing a hand on the floor to the left of Sarah’s head.

“No, luckily I didn’t,” Sarah confirmed, her laughter subsiding as she looked up into Beth’s worried eyes. “I’m fine. Really.” Her voice was softer than she intended.

They stayed like that for a long moment, Beth still on top of her, body pressed against hers. Her hand twitched against her thigh as she acknowledged the part of her that wanted to reach out and cup Beth’s cheek. Sarah could have sworn she saw desire flash behind Beth’s eyes, but then it was gone, and Beth was pushing herself to her feet.

“I—um,” she said, reaching for the roll of paper towels Sarah had set on the coffee table earlier, wiping her hands clean. “I should go.”

Sarah stood, careful not to slip again. Aware that her clothes were most likely now ruined by the paint covering them, but she didn’t care. All she could focus on was how flustered Beth seemed.

Beth handed her the paper towels, and Sarah wiped her hands as Beth cleaned off her feet, then pulled her socks back on.

“Do me a favor,” Beth said, moving quickly toward the hall. “Save the canvas. I want to do something with it when it dries. And Sar,” she called from the front door, “thank you.”

The front door closed, leaving Sarah standing in her living room covered in paint, wondering what the hell just happened.


TEN
LILY
NOVEMBER


Oh my god, oh my god. The things Wren Parker could do with her lips.

Lily’s mind went temporarily blank as Wren sucked gently on that spot below her right ear, the sound of the old movie they had been watching on the thrifted VCR playing in the background.

She shifted, her legs still draped across Wren’s lap as Wren’s hand slid up her thigh, pausing before continuing to move up her body. Since their first kiss last New Year’s Eve, Lily had known Wren was a good kisser. And somehow she had only gotten better. Wren’s lips found Lily’s again, her fingers playing with the hem of Lily’s shirt, slipping under, brushing fingers up her sides.

“Wren,” she gasped, reaching for her, gently pulling Wren’s hand back. “Isn’t Sydney going to be back soon?”

“Eventually, but we could be quick,” Wren said, hopeful, batting her eyes in the way Lily had a hard time saying no to.

Ever since that afternoon in the basement of her mama’s house, sex seemed to be the thing on the top of Wren’s mind. It was at the top of Lily’s mind too—how could it not be—but it was starting to feel like the expectation was that every time she and Wren could find alone time together, sex was on the table. Lily was still trying to figure out a way to bring it up to Wren that that wasn’t what she wanted.

She looked into Wren’s deep green eyes, placing a gentle hand on her chest, the other tucking a dark curl behind her ear.

“I don’t think so,” she said softly, placing a light kiss on the tip of Wren’s nose.

Wren’s lengthy arms wrapped tighter around her, pulling Lily’s body in closer. “Please?” She drew out the word, sticking out her bottom lip in a pout that had a high success rate for getting her what she wanted.

Lily considered her for a moment. She hated saying no to Wren—the guilt of not giving her what she wanted when she easily could gnawed at her.

Lily chewed the bottom of her lip before speaking. “Okay, but only if—” The sound of a key scraping in the lock drew both of their attention as Wren’s roommate and teammate, Sydney Stone, entered the apartment.

Wren groaned, tossing her head back, the waterfall of her dark curls falling over the back of the couch.

“Hey, loser,” Sydney called, a paper bag of groceries in hand. “Get your ass up and come help me with the groceries.”

“Yeah, one sec,” Wren grumbled, swiftly kissing Lily on the cheek before getting to her feet.

Lily popped up too, moving towards the door to help with the groceries.

Sydney turned, bag in hand. “Oh, hi Lily. I didn’t realize you were still here,” she said coolly, handing the grocery bag to her.

Lily fought the urge to roll her eyes. What a fucking Sydney response. “Yup. Still here,” she said sweetly, trying her best to do what she always did and kill Sydney with kindness—the strategy she had been using since Wren and Sydney had signed their lease together last February.

She wasn’t sure why Sydney didn’t like her. It seemed like no matter what she did to try to win her over, it was no use. Lily had tried everything, including making her semi-famous sugar cookies and an objectively cute handmade card when her birthday rolled around in June. But Sydney Stone had a permanent stick up her ass and was, unfortunately, Wren’s best friend, so Lily would keep trying.

She placed the paper bag on the small apartment kitchen counter, then began pulling items from it.

“You don’t have to do that, Lils,” Wren said, holding two paper bags in her hands.

“I don’t mind. Happy to help.”

The front door to the apartment swung shut and a clattering sound drifted to them as Sydney wrangled the cart into the hall closet before joining them in the kitchen, making the small space feel even smaller.

Sydney reached into the bag closest to her, pulling out a six-pack of colorful cans. “I got a new IPA for us to try, Wrenny,” she said in that annoying voice she tended to use with Wren. And Wrenny? Really?

“Oh, cool. The cans are so pretty,” Wren said, hoisting herself up to sit on the counter. Sydney popped one of the cans out of the recycled plastic holder and tossed it to Wren, who nearly dropped it. Wren smiled sheepishly at Lily before pulling the tab and cracking the can open, taking a sip.

“You want one?” Sydney asked, popping another can free and holding it out to Lily.

Lily looked from the can in Sydney’s hand to Wren then back to Sydney. She had drank with Wren and her friends at the apartment before—it was the first place she had actually gotten kind of drunk. That evening should have been filed away in her mind as one of those fun core memories, except that Sydney and a few of Wren’s other friends had spent most of the next day making fun of her for being such a lightweight.

“Oh come on, you’re not too good for us, are you?” Sydney pushed, condescension all over her words, wiggling the can in front of her. “Grow up, Lily. Have a beer. It won’t kill you.”

And that was the tipping point where Lily lost her remaining control over her facial expression because the force with which she rolled her eyes could have registered on the Richter scale.

“Thanks, but no thanks,” Lily snapped. “I was about to leave.”

Wren looked at her, confused. “You were? I thought we were getting dinner, you know, because tomorrow is a travel day before the semi-finals and we won’t see each other.”

Lily shot an annoyed look at Wren. “No, I can’t get dinner. I forgot I’m supposed to help my mom drop her car off at the mechanic,” she lied. The mechanic? Really? Could she honestly not think of any other believable excuse?

Wren, still looking puzzled, hopped off the counter. “Oh, okay, well, let me take you to the ferry then.”

Sydney laughed, cracking open the can she had offered to Lily, taking a drawn-out sip. “See you around, Gallagher.” She smirked.

Lily grabbed her things off the couch, slipping into her sneakers and raincoat, Wren doing the same. Out on the street, they pulled their hoods up, shielding themselves from the gentle mist that had been falling all day.

The ferry terminal was a five-minute walk and a fifteen-minute bus ride from Wren’s apartment. And for those first five minutes, they walked in silence.

When they arrived at the bus stop, Lily pulled out her phone to check when the next bus would arrive. Ten minutes.

“I kind of get the feeling that you’re mad at me,” Wren said, looking down at her feet. “Whatever I did, I’m sorry.”

Wren had a habit of giving preemptive blanket apologies. It both broke Lily’s heart that Wren felt the need to apologize for everything and infuriated her that she struggled to identify what actually needed an apology.

“What was that in the kitchen with Sydney?” Lily asked, crossing her arms, looking up at Wren.

“What do you mean?”

“Why did you let her talk to me like that? You didn’t even say anything.” The hurt in her words hung between them as Wren shifted uncomfortably, still not speaking. “And since when are you drinking on weeknights?” Lily added, annoyance replacing her hurt.

“That’s just Sydney, Lil. You know how she can be. She’s kind of a bitch to everyone. Eventually, you sort of tune that part of her personality out.” Wren shrugged, flexing her hands before balling them into fists and shoving them in her pockets.

“That’s not an answer, Wren, that’s an excuse.” Lily cocked her head to the side, her long blond ponytail slipping out from under her hood. “And what about the drinking?”

“Lily, c’mon.” There it was, that adorable lopsided smile pulling at the corners of Wren’s mouth. “It’s not a big deal. Syd and I have just been having fun trying some different IPAs. It’s like one beer a week, max.”

Lily eyed Wren closely, searching for anything hidden behind her words, but she came up empty-handed. Her shoulders relaxed as she let her guard down.

“In the future, when Sydney’s being a bitch to me, can you just, like, say something to her?”

“Yeah, of course,” Wren agreed nervously, reaching out to wrap her arms around Lily.

Lily welcomed the gesture, sinking into Wren’s gangly embrace as the bus rounded the corner. “You don’t have to take me all the way to the ferry,” she muttered into the fabric of Wren’s coat.

Wren pressed her lips to Lily’s forehead, making her smile as the warmth of the kiss spread throughout her body. “What if I want to?”

“Fine. I’ll allow it.” Lily grinned, leaning back.

“Good, because I want as much time with you as I can get. You’re my good luck charm, and if we’re going to win the semi-finals against Minneapolis, I need to soak up as much of you as I can get,” Wren said as the purple city bus pulled up in front of them, hissing to a stop before opening its doors.
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Not only did Wren’s team go on to win their game against Minneapolis FC, but Wren also came out the hero when the entire game came down to penalty kicks. Wren scored the game-deciding goal, advancing Puget Sound Pride on to the championship match, where they would be facing off against Nell’s team, the Philadelphia Freedom.

Lily was ecstatic for Wren. She understood what it meant to dedicate your life to sport and the incredible feeling of being at the top of your game—something she currently couldn’t feel further from herself, but still, she was happy for Wren. Watching her succeed felt like succeeding herself, and she couldn’t be prouder.

The following weekend, Lily, her mom, and Nell arrived at the stadium where the NWSL championship game was taking place. Nell handed them their VIP stadium credentials as they headed into the venue.

“So what’s this big surprise Wren’s been going on about?” her mom asked as they each stepped through the security checkpoint.

“I don’t know.” Lily shrugged. “Wren just said to prepare myself because it’s going to be epic—her words exactly.” She grabbed her crossbody purse from the table where the security guard had placed it after sending it through a scanner, draping it over the shoulder of the patchwork hoodie she had made specifically for this game out of Wren’s old jerseys and team gear.

Lily, going slowly crazy adjusting to the slower pace of life now that gymnastics wasn’t consuming all of her time, had decided she needed a hobby. Sewing had always been something she was interested in, but never quite had the time for. Well, now she had time, and it turned out she was pretty good at it. She enjoyed the distraction of coming up with unique clothing combinations crafted out of thrifted materials.

“I’m going to head fieldside to try and catch Wren before coming up to the box. See you guys soon.”

Lily waved goodbye to her mom and Nell as she made her way towards field level. As she approached, she spotted Shannon York, one of Wren’s former teammates and Jamie’s Empower Business partner. Shannon had retired from professional soccer the year before to dedicate herself full-time to running Empower Ventures.

“Lily, hey!” Shannon greeted her warmly. “You heading to the field too?”

Lily nodded, and they walked together in the same direction. When Jamie had first started working with Shannon, it was a little weird. Long before Jamie introduced them, the same day Wren and Lily had met, Lily had been a massive fan of Shannon’s. Then, suddenly, she’d come home from the gym all sweaty and gross, and Shannon freaking York would just casually be drinking wine with her mama and Jamie on a random Tuesday.

“Where did you get that hoodie?” Shannon asked, eyeing her sweatshirt. “It’s incredible!”

Lily looked down at the garment, at the crooked seams and fraying threads in a few places, smiling weakly. “Oh, I actually made it. Wren gave me a bunch of her old gear that she wasn’t using anymore, and I used it to make this. I was also working on a matching pair of sweatpants, but I kind of messed those up, and they didn’t make the final cut.”

“You made it? Wow, very cool. I might have to commission you to make one for me from my old stuff. I’ve got a box of it sitting in my closet taking up space.”

Lily blinked, slightly surprised by Shannon’s enthusiasm, again looking down at her sweatshirt to see if Shannon was indeed seeing what Lily saw when she looked at the garment—a learning experiment.

“Really? You’d want one?” she asked curiously, tucking her hair nervously behind her ear. A security guard blocked their way. Shannon and Lily quickly flashed their badges, allowing them access to the field.

“Absolutely! How much do you charge for them?”

“Oh, I don’t—I mean, I, like, just learned how to make these. It’s not even that good.”

“So what I’m hearing you say is $200.” Shannon smiled slyly. “Works for me. I’ll text Jared to mail the box to your mom’s house.”

“Yeah, okay, I guess. It might take me a little while to make,” she said hesitantly, still a little uncomfortable with the idea of making something for someone else.

“No rush.” Shannon beamed as they looked out across the field where both the Freedom and Pride were warming up.

Lily scanned the field, looking for Wren’s distinctive curly hair, but was unable to find her. That’s weird. Wren should definitely be out on here already. She scanned again, looking for the number thirteen jersey—and then she spotted her.

“Oh my god,” Lily said in pure disbelief.

It was Wren—there was no mistaking those gangly limbs. Lily was at a loss for words.

“Parker!” Shannon called, catching Wren’s attention. “Hey, Parker! Get over here.”

Wren saw them, a wide smile spreading across her face as she jogged over to them, but all Lily could focus on was Wren’s hair, or lack thereof. Where she used to have long, wild, messy dark ringlets was now a platinum blond buzz cut.

“Jesus Christ, Parker, your hair!” Shannon exclaimed, reaching out to run her hand over Wren’s buzzed head.

“I know, right!? I was going for Beckham circa 2000 and I think I nailed it.” Wren beamed, running her hand over her scalp, resting at the back of her head.

Lily was still staring at her. Seeing Wren without her signature curls was surreal. It felt weird, like she was looking at an entirely different person.

“Kick ass today, Parker,” Shannon said, clapping Wren on the back before moving on to a group of retired USWNT members doing a pregame show a little ways down the field.

“Your hair,” Lily finally whispered, unable to tear her eyes away from the buzz cut as Wren watched her nervously.

It looked amazing. Wren definitely had the bone structure to pull it off. The contrast of the blond with her naturally dark eyebrows made her eyes pop even more than usual. But it was so different and so beyond what Lily had even expected when Wren had told her to prepare herself mentally. She at least had been right about one thing—it was epic.

“Can I touch it?” she asked, a million questions already popping into her brain. Where did Wren get the idea for this? When did she do it? Why did she do it? But none of those were important right now.

“Yeah, of course. It feels so cool, right?” Wren breathed a sigh of relief, smiling and bending down so Lily could reach the top of her head. “You like it, right? I mean, I know it’s really different, but it’s just hair. It’ll grow back eventually. I did it yesterday on a whim—thought it would be cool, you know, since it’s such a big game,” Wren rambled, her nervousness creeping into her words.

“I love it, but it’s definitely different. It’s going to take some getting used to,” Lily said honestly.

Wren grinned. “I know, I keep jumpscaring myself every time I see my reflection.”

“Parker, let’s go, get on the field,” one of the coaching staff members called over to her.

“Crap, I gotta go.” Wren jerked her thumb over her shoulder, indicating her need to go back out to warm up.

“Yeah, okay.” Lily looked from Wren’s hair to her eyes, seeing the worry still present in her gaze. “Come here.” She pressed up onto her tiptoes, snaking her hand to the back of Wren’s neck, pulling her lips to hers. “Go win it all, superstar,” she whispered before letting go.

Wren beamed at her, cheeks tinted pink. “That’s the plan.” She jogged off as Lily made her way to the VIP box to join her mom and Nell.

After a few wrong turns and a very helpful stadium worker, she found the suites. Her pocket vibrated, and she pulled her phone out to see texts from Dylan.

Dylan 5:03 PM


WTF did Wren do to her hair?




Dylan 5:03 PM


It’s all over social media.




Dylan 5:04 PM


But you two look adorable in this picture.




Attached to Dylan’s last text was a photo snapped a few minutes ago, showing the pregame kiss she had shared with Wren down on the field. Lily rolled her eyes—this was exactly why she stayed off social media for the most part these days. She had her private account, the one with a handle no one in their right mind would ever figure out where she posted a few things here and there about her life to a small group of close friends and family, but her public-facing account had pretty much sat dormant since she finished up her last brand deals.

Dylan was right, though, the picture was a cute one of her and Wren. She tapped the photo, saving it to her phone as she typed out her response.

Lily 5:05 PM


Her hair looks great, right? And what’s this? Is Dylan Cassidy actually tuning into a sporting event?




Dylan 5:05 PM


Yeah, yeah. Wren’s talked so much goddamn soccer around me that I finally decided to give in. But I’m rooting for Freedom. They are the more consistent team.




Lily 5:05 PM


Of course you are.




Lily rolled her eyes, sliding her phone back into her bag as she entered the suite, finding her mom and Nell talking in their seats. She joined them, sliding into the one next to her mom. A few minutes passed before her phone vibrated with another text.

Mama 5:15 PM


WREN’S HAIR!!!!! Tell her I think it looks incredible. Watching from home with Liv, Pat, and Sean.




“Who ya texting?” Her mom sing-songed over her shoulder, craning her neck while trying to see Lily’s phone screen, which Lily quickly switched off, glaring at her.

On the list of annoying parent-y things her mom did, this was the number one thing, “Ew, Mom, privacy, remember?” She huffed. “It’s just Mama. She’s watching at home with everyone and was texting about Wren’s hair.”

Nell leaned forward in her seat, looking around her mom. “It’s fabulous. And please tell her I said that.”

“A compliment like that from you? I think Wren would literally shit herself,” Lily joked. Nell’s intimidation factor had never quite worn off with Wren, who still actively avoided eye contact with her whenever they were in the same room. Lily didn’t get it because Nell was so cool. Yeah, maybe she was a little out there, but that was part of what made her so interesting.

“Language, Lily,” her mom scolded her.

“She’s nineteen, Sarah, let her curse if she wants to. Plus, it’s a sign of high intelligence.” Nell winked at Lily.

“There is literally zero concrete evidence that backs that up.”

Lily smiled, listening as her mom and Nell bickered about the correlation between cursing and intelligence. She still didn’t really understand why they had broken up—they were basically the same person and seemed genuinely happy when they were together. But when she had asked her mom about it, she had gone on a long-winded explanation about how every relationship, romantic or platonic, has a lifespan, and how different relationships can teach you different things about yourself, how not every relationship has to end in a big blow-up or a happy ever after, and sometimes relationships change shape and all of that. To be honest, Lily had kind of tuned her out towards the end of her soapbox. Selfishly, though, Lily was really, really glad they had remained friends. Nell felt like family, and it would be weird if she suddenly wasn’t part of their lives.

The players from each team walked onto the field, taking their positions to start the match. Lily spotted Wren instantly. Freedom had won the coin toss, handing them the kickoff.

“Wren’s hair is definitely different,” her mom commented, and Lily immediately picked up on the fact that she was using her I think you made a mistake, but I’m not going to say anything tone, which was so obvious.

“I’m with Nell. I think it’s cool, but yeah, it’s different,” Lily said as the referee blew the whistle, starting the game.

Freedom and Pride left it all on the field for the entirety of regular play, leading the teams into heated extended play. Two minutes before the end of the first half of overtime, Sydney stepped up to take a corner kick for Pride. Lily watched Wren position herself, looking so focused. So locked in. So in her element.

“Oh, I have a good feeling about this,” her mom said, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees. Nell paced next to her, her hands on her hips.

Sydney tapped the toe of her boot to the ground, her signature move, before stepping up and launching the ball in a perfect arc. Lily sucked in a sharp breath, fists clenched, as Wren jumped, getting just enough of her head on the ball to flick it past the Freedom keeper’s hand into the back of the net.

The roar that filled the stadium was deafening. Wren sprinted away from the goal, her fist in the air as she collided with Sydney, jumping up and down in joint excitement. Lily’s stomach clenched—the discomfort of her jealousy. It was stupid. She shouldn’t be jealous. Wren and Sydney were celebrating what was objectively a freaking amazing goal. And besides, Sydney was straight with a boyfriend. But that didn’t stop the uneasy feeling of watching them together that was currently working its way through her entire body as she cheered for Wren.

Pride managed to hold on to their lead for the remainder of overtime, securing them the title of NWSL champions.

Back at Nell’s, where Lily and her mom were staying, Lily struggled to sleep.

After the post-game interviews and on-field celebrations had concluded, Lily had found Wren in the crowd. She tackled her with the biggest hug, squeezing her as hard as she could, wanting to transfer every ounce of pride she felt directly to Wren.

Wren’s excitement and wide, toothy smile were forever burned in her memory as Wren whispered in her ear, “I did it,” the words vibrating with adrenaline and pride.

After all the commotion, the two of them went their separate ways, Lily going back to Nell’s while Wren was no doubt celebrating the win with her teammates.

Lily flipped over in frustration. She couldn’t sleep—not for lack of comfort because this was one of the most comfortable beds she had ever slept in—but because she couldn’t turn her mind off. Wren had said she would text her goodnight, but that text never came. Lily knew that realistically, Wren was still probably enjoying post-win partying with her teammates, and she quietly hated herself for being annoyed by her success.

She reached for her phone from the bedside table, opening up Snapchat, tapping her way through video after video of Wren’s teammates’ celebrations, looking to see if she could spot Wren in the background. When she got to Sydney’s account, that’s where she found Wren looking progressively wasted in each passing clip, the last one of Wren being helped onto the bed in their hotel room by whom Lily recognized to be the Pride’s keeper, Julie Jacobson, and center back, Henley Adams.

Well, that explains the lack of text. Wren was passed out—Lily was sure she’d be hurting in the morning. She tried to shake the feeling of delight in knowing that Wren was in for one hell of a hangover. Serves her right, she told herself before firing off a text to Wren.

Lily 2:37 AM


Goodnight superstar. I hope you’re having fun celebrating responsibly (or at least somewhat responsibly). See you back at home. I love you.




Okay, fine, maybe the text was a little passive-aggressive. And maybe she had been banking on the late hour goodnight subtly highlighting the fact that Wren had forgotten to text her. And perhaps the reminder to celebrate responsibly had been a small dig on her part. Yeah, Lily had perfected the art of passive aggression.

But the I love you was sincere.

Again, that tiny feeling of a thread being pulled twinged in her chest. She knew it was wrong. She knew Wren probably didn’t mean not to text her. But knowing that didn’t make it hurt any less.

Lily turned her phone off, setting it on the bedside table before rolling onto her side and willing sleep to come.

The following morning, she woke to a text from Wren.

Wren: 9:12 AM


I’M SO SORRY! I meant to text you, I really did, I got a little caught up in celebrating. I still can’t believe we won! Breakfast date tomorrow morning when we’re back home? I think we should go back to the Green Room. I really liked that place.




Lily read and reread Wren’s text. She appreciated that Wren’s follow-up had come so quickly, but still. Something about the whole exchange left her annoyed. Her phone buzzed in her hand, another text from Wren coming through.

Wren: 9:13 AM
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Lily looked at the phrase. I love you so much. She knew Wren meant it. She could feel how much Wren loved her whenever they were together. But why, in this moment, did Wren’s love feel like an afterthought?


ELEVEN
BETH
THANKSGIVING


Beth had been standing at the bottom of the steps leading up to Sarah’s front door for five minutes, a container of smoked salmon dip in hand—her contribution to Thanksgiving dinner. It was about noon. She was right on time, but something in her was stopping her from going inside.

The gentle hum of an engine pulled her attention as Liv’s Bronco rolled down the driveway, parking behind Beth’s Landrover.

“Hey! You made it!” Liv said excitedly, grabbing a case of wine from the trunk of her car. “Sarah said you were still a maybe when I talked to her last week.”

“I made it.” Beth smiled weakly.

In all honesty, she had thought about texting Sarah that morning, making up some excuse, some reason—something to get her out of this. She wasn’t sure she had the energy today. Thanksgiving had been her and Jamie’s holiday, when they’d celebrate with Lily by jetting off to warmer climates. Last Thanksgiving, the first after Jamie died, had felt like a blur. Beth had still been wading through the thick fog of grief, vaguely recalling Sean and Pat stopping by to bring her some food.

The front door swung open and Nell greeted them with a large, wide grin, her dark hair braided over one shoulder. She wore an apron with a photo of her, Sarah, and Nate next to a burned turkey.

“Hi, come on in.” Nell, elegant even in that apron, stood on the front porch as Beth and Liv climbed the front steps. Her steel blue eyes landed curiously on Liv as she took the dish Beth was holding.

“Nell, Liv; Liv, Nell,” Beth said, making the introduction. “Nell is⁠—”

“Sarah’s ex-girlfriend,” Nell said cleanly.

Liv smiled, not missing a beat. “Oh, Beth, what a complicated family tree you’re building.” She nudged her with her elbow, causing Beth to roll her eyes. “Nell, ex-girlfriend of Sarah, any chance we can gain entry to this humble abode? This box of wine is heavy as shit.” Liv shifted the box’s weight to her hip.

Nell stepped aside, making space for Liv to pass, but as Beth followed, Nell stopped her with a gentle hand on her forearm. “She’s an odd one.”

Beth almost laughed at the absurdity because had Nell met herself? “Some might say the same about you.” She raised a challenging eyebrow, smiling.

Nell Stanhope was a hard woman to understand. At first glance, Beth could see how some people might find her cold, calculating, and a little controlling. Beth had thought all of those things at one point or another when Sarah first started bringing Nell around. But the more she got to know Nell—the more their walls came down around each other—the deeper Beth’s appreciation for Nell and the impact she had on Sarah’s happiness grew.

Beth had been unsure when Sarah had told her about their relationship—Nell being aromantic and the two of them just genuinely wanting different things out of life felt like a red flag—but then Beth got to witness them together and how they were around each other. Complete equals. Clear communication. Always on the same page. It was enviable. And even now, after Sarah and Nell had broken up, they still had that—a reminder that lasting relationships, romantic or platonic, are all built on the same foundations.

A deep, full laugh bubbled up through Nell at Beth’s retort, making tiny crinkles appear at the corners of her eyes. “Oh, I’m so pleased you came.” She beamed, wrapping Beth in a sincere hug.

“Don’t you have a turkey to tend to?” Sarah’s teasing voice wafted down the hall before she appeared. “Haven’t you been claiming that this is the year you finally successfully cook that damn bird?”

“She’s right.” Nell chuckled, placing a hand on Sarah’s bicep, looking at her with total adoration.

Beth shifted slightly; she had always struggled with her jealousy of watching others adore Sarah. Something that had gotten her into trouble in the past. She had no right to be jealous. She knew that. And besides, Sarah was an impressive woman; she deserved adoration in whatever ways made her happy.

“Make yourself comfortable, help yourself to anything in the house you want,” Nell called as she made her way back into the kitchen, leaving Sarah and Beth standing awkwardly in the foyer.

She and Sarah hadn’t seen each other since that night at Sarah’s a few weeks ago. Not since Beth had left so quickly, overwhelmed by the surge of familiar feelings that came rushing to the surface. Not after that moment—or whatever it was—between them that had sent up a violent warning sign telling her not to cross the boundary Sarah had so clearly set with her three years ago in that very living room.

“What did you mean by successfully cooking the turkey?” Beth asked, curious, because this was Thanksgiving after all.

“Oh, that.” Sarah laughed, the sound filling Beth’s chest, taking the edge off her unease. “Nell sucks at cooking turkey. The woman can make business deals so cut-throat it would make even the most seasoned venture capitalist cry, but she can’t cook a damn turkey. But she really enjoys trying.” Sarah smiled before adding, “Don’t worry, I tasked Sean and Pat with turkey duty. They’ll be here in about an hour with an edible bird.”

Beth nodded, acknowledging Sarah’s explanation. She slid her coat from her shoulders, holding it in front of her as Sarah tucked her hands in the front pocket of her jeans, rocking forward on the balls of her feet.

“So, I—” Sarah started at the same time Beth began speaking.

“I’m sorry—I⁠—”

The awkwardness would have been painful if it were anyone else, but this was Sarah, and she was Beth. Communication had never been their strength; they had fumbled their way through nearly every type of conversation two people could have at some point or another in their lives together.

“You go,” Sarah said, a cautious smile on her lips.

Beth drew in a slow breath, buying herself a moment to try and arrange her swirling thoughts in some sort of linear pattern. “I wanted to apologize for leaving so quickly the other week. You set a very, very clear boundary with me, you know, back when you and Nell were dating and I’m afraid I may have inadvertently crossed it that night, you know, when you slipped and…” Beth trailed off, gulping as she recalled the heat that passed between them when she had come crashing down on top of Sarah. The way Sarah had looked at her—how that look made her feel something so familiar.

For a moment, Sarah didn’t say anything, and Beth couldn’t help the way her mind started to spin on all the ways she had already overstepped with Sarah over the last few months. None of which had been a part of her plan as she and Sarah had worked to repair their friendship. She knew what was making this so hard. It was what she had identified that day in Sarah’s rental car as they sat in the parking lot of the gymnastics competition in Philadelphia three years ago.

All that love she had for Sarah had never gone away following their divorce, it had just changed shape—and now that shape was starting to shift again.

“Oh, that? Don’t worry about that,” Sarah said, unbothered, her shoulders relaxing. “You didn’t cross any boundary, Beth. I invited you over. If anything, I should be apologizing to you. I overstepped. You asked me to listen, not for solutions, and I couldn’t help myself⁠—”

“It worked,” Beth interrupted.

She wanted Sarah to know exactly what had happened after she left so suddenly. How she went home, straight to her studio, and painted until the early hours of the morning, until her eyes were so heavy with sleep she could barely keep them open.

“That night—god, this feels so silly to say out loud, but whatever you did that night, it unlocked something in me that’s been stuck for a really, really long time and I truly can’t thank you enough.”

Sarah grinned a wide, toothy smile. “So, are you saying my solution delivered results?”

Beth rolled her eyes. “Yes, that’s what I’m saying. And also—thank you.” She hoped Sarah could hear the sincerity behind her words. Hoped Sarah really understood what a big moment this was for her because without her creativity, she had felt like a piece of driftwood, slowly bobbing along in the water of life. “So, can I come in? Or am I the only guest who has to stay in the foyer?”

“You’re never a guest in my house, Beth. You’re family and you know that,” Sarah said softly, turning on her heel, inviting Beth to follow her.

“Lily, Wren, and Dylan all got up an hour ago and are watching the recording of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade in the living room. I think Nate’s with them, too.” They entered the kitchen where Nell was hurriedly scribbling something on a notepad while Liv sipped from the glass in her hand.

“There is no way in hell that turkey comes out done,” Liv muttered, offering Beth the open wine bottle, which she declined.

“Don’t worry, I hear there’s a backup on the way,” Beth whispered, winking as she caught Sarah’s eye.

The four of them settled into a comfortable rhythm of conversation. Beth took a purposeful backseat. If she were honest with herself, she’d acknowledge the way her old insecurity of not being enough was creeping in as she listened to the quick-paced conversation playing out before her. There was Nell, a highly accomplished businesswoman—a literal billionaire. Liv, who, well, Beth didn’t quite know what Liv did for work because every time she had tried to ask, Liv changed the subject, but Beth could tell that whatever it was, she was good at it based solely on how Liv spoke and carried herself. Sarah, accomplished in her own right as a lawyer, now the head of Nell’s giving foundation. And then there was Beth, a part-time barista with lingering painter’s block.

She swallowed uncomfortably, shifting slightly as she listened to Nell and Sarah’s verbal sparring session which was punctuated only by Liv’s snarky remarks, leaving all three women laughing.

Excusing herself, Beth wandered to the living room where the girls and Nate had moved on from watching the parade to playing video games. As she approached, she recognized what looked to be a battle round of Mario Kart. She leaned over the couch, kissing the top of Lily’s hair.

She stood watching the game unfold as it accelerated to an explosive final round between Nate and Wren.

“You guys play the next round without me,” Lily said, getting to her feet and coming to stand next to Beth. “Can I talk to you?” she asked quietly, leading her down the hall to Sarah’s study.

“Everything okay, love?” Beth asked tentatively.

Lily perched herself on the edge of Sarah’s impressive mahogany desk—it must be new, because Beth didn’t recognize it from the last time she had been in this room. Beth took a seat in one of the chairs opposite it.

“Yeah, I just wanted to feelings-check. Today is kind of a weird day, right? It still feels strange to have Thanksgiving without Jamie.”

Beth’s heart surged at Lily’s mention of a feelings-check—a term she and Sarah had coined while raising Lily to navigate the nuances of teaching emotional regulation in a safe environment.

“It definitely is a weird one,” she agreed.

A silence followed. It wasn’t uncomfortable, but it did speak volumes about the space Jamie still occupied in each of their lives.

“I miss her,” Lily said simply, her shoulders slumping forward.

Something painful tugged at Beth’s chest, at the admission Lily had made, at the guilt Beth still felt every day for introducing this layer of hurt and healing into their lives. “I know, love.” She reached out, placing a hand on Lily’s leg, rubbing gently.

“Do you miss her?” Lily looked at her intently.

Beth’s hand stilled as her mind spun through all the iterations of how she could answer this question. Not knowing which was the correct one, ultimately deciding on the truth. “I’m sad she’s not here to celebrate with us. She loved Thanksgiving and I know how much she loved getting to spend it with you.”

Lily studied her closely in the same way Sarah tended to do when she was trying to make sense of something complicated. “But you don’t miss her, do you?” she asked softly, hanging her head.

Silence filled the space between them for a moment before Beth responded as gently as possible. “No, I don’t. Not in the same way you do, love. You and Jamie had a very special bond and⁠—”

Lily shirked out of her touch abruptly, sliding off the desk. Moving towards the door, she said, “It’s okay, just forget I said anything. It’s stupid.”

“Lily, no, let’s talk.” But it was no use, Lily had already slipped down the hall, leaving the door to the study slightly ajar.

Beth groaned, leaning back in the chair, closing her eyes. She shouldn’t have come today. She should have stayed home, but this was progress, right? This was what moving forward was all about, right? Showing up, even when it’s uncomfortable?

For half an hour, she stayed like that. Slumped in the chair, enjoying the quiet as she tried to center herself enough to rejoin the holiday celebrations. Okay. On the count of three, she told herself. One. Two. Three. She rose to her feet and moved towards the slightly open door.

But hushed voices on the other side made her pause as they drew closer, and she quickly identified Sarah and Nell.

“I told you, Nell, not this weekend.” Sarah’s voice was low, stern, dripping with authority in a way Beth hadn’t really heard from her before.

“Opportunity waits for no one, Sarah. I had no control over when Renee planned on calling you with the job offer. How long did she give you to decide?”

A pause before Sarah responded. “We left it open. I told Renee I don’t work on holidays and I would call her back on Monday to negotiate further.”

They were on the other side of the door. Beth was still standing in the center of the room, not wanting to get caught eavesdropping.

Sarah pushed the door open. “It’s Washington, D.C., Nell. My life is here, that’s—oh, Beth. Hi.” She stopped talking as their eyes met, confusion at finding her in an unexpected place.

“I’m sorry,” Beth said apologetically, the words tumbling out of her mouth quickly, moving to side step Sarah and Nell.

“You’re good,” Sarah said quickly, trying to cover her surprise.

“I just needed a little bit of quiet and ducked in here. Let me—” Beth explained, scooting past Nell, slipping out the door, and hurrying back down the hall.

Maybe it was time to take Liv up on that glass of wine after all.

CHRISTMAS

Beth gasped at the sensation of her consciousness being jolted from her otherwise peaceful sleep. “What the⁠—”

“Wake up, Mama. We brought Christmas to you,” Lily said excitedly, bouncing next to her, shaking the mattress.

Beth’s mind worked overtime to orient where it was in time and space as she blinked again. Christmas, right?

“Let’s go, festivities start in ten minutes.” Lily pushed off the bed before disappearing.

Beth sat up, rubbing her eyes. She was still adjusting to the feeling of being awake when she noticed a figure in the doorway, “Shit, Sarah,” she said, her breath catching in her chest, her surprise quickly dissolving into excitement. “What are you two doing here?” She squinted, looking closer at Sarah. “And why are you wearing reindeer antlers?”

Sarah grinned. “Spreading holiday cheer. I thought that was obvious. Was waking up like that not part of your ideal holiday plans?” Her tone was easy-going, matching the way she casually leaned against the doorframe of Beth’s bedroom.

“No, can’t say that it was,” Beth replied absently, momentarily distracted by how Sarah seemed to own the space around her so easily, so confidently, so powerfully. She let her eyes trail up the length of her long legs—the fitted, high-end athletic pants she was wearing accentuating exactly how toned she was. “Why are you guys here?” she asked, still not fully comprehending. “I’m supposed to go to Pat and Sean’s for brunch.”

“Change of plans. I talked to Sean earlier, and we’re all going to go over in the afternoon. Lily and I—we wanted to spend Christmas morning as a family…and we couldn’t really do that without you.”

Beth sat there in her bed, the duvet still warm from sleep, quietly stunned. She hadn’t been expecting any of this. She and Lily had done their Christmas Eve celebration last night—an overly competitive gingerbread house decorating competition and swapping a few small gifts—but then Lily had left for Sarah’s, and Beth went to bed.

“Sorry, got deep there for a minute,” Sarah said quickly, trying to gloss over her admission, a faint blush creeping up her cheeks. “Did I mention we brought presents and French toast casserole?”

Beth wanted to acknowledge Sarah’s desire to spend Christmas as a family, but what exactly did that mean to her? Reading Sarah had always come so easily to her, or at least she’d thought it had. Beth couldn’t help but wonder if somewhere along the way, over the years of silent conversations and reading between the lines, she had inadvertently stopped actually hearing Sarah.

But that conversation felt too heavy for Christmas. “Well, why didn’t you lead with that?” She pushed the duvet aside then pulled it back, remembering that she had opted to sleep in her underwear and a T-shirt last night. “Can you, uh—” She gestured towards the door.

Sarah’s grin turned mischievous, causing the heat to rise slightly in Beth’s cheeks. “Nothing I haven’t seen before.” She winked, backing out of the doorway to head back downstairs.

Beth’s heart raced, her mind spinning vicious circles because that had definitely been flirting. But was it actually? Or did Beth just want Sarah to be flirting with her? Attention from Sarah in any form had always given her a rush.

By the time she descended the stairs, a fire was already going in the vintage triangular fireplace set into the sunken living room. Lily placed the last gift precariously on top of a pile next to the tree while Sarah was in the kitchen, dishing out portions of French toast casserole.

“What is all of this?” Beth looked to the pile of gifts, to Lily, then to Sarah.

“Don’t look at me.” Sarah shrugged, grabbing two plates, bringing them to her and Lily. “Ninety percent of this is her doing.” She nodded in Lily’s direction.

Lily took her plate from Sarah and set it down on the coffee table. “Okay, you two sit. I’m playing Santa this year.”

Beth sank into the couch, tucking her legs up under herself as she took a bite of the casserole, the cinnamon and sticky syrup delighting her taste buds. A moment later, the cushion to her left sank under Sarah’s weight as she settled down next to her.

Lily handed them identical wrapped packages. Beth set her plate aside, slowly peeling back the wrapping paper, opening the box to reveal a pair of pajamas patterned with little neon cats wearing Santa hats. In Sarah’s hands, a matching set.

“We missed the whole matching PJs thing last year,” Lily said, a painful reminder of how disconnected from everything Beth had still felt this time last year when Sarah had taken Lily and Wren to Disney for Christmas with Nell and Nate. Beth had tried to spend the holiday alone and sulking, but Pat and Sean refused, making sure she was taken care of. “So I took it upon myself to make sure we didn’t miss this year! I have my set downstairs. We should all change into them.”

When they returned to the living room, matching pajamas and all, Beth couldn’t hold back the laugh at how absurd they all looked in the chaotic pattern Lily had picked out. “This has got to be my favorite set yet, love.” She pulled Lily into a hug, kissing her forehead.

“We need a picture,” Sarah exclaimed, pulling out her phone, as Beth and Lily leaned in. “I’ll take a bunch, and Lily, you can let us know which ones pass your standards.”

Lily rolled her eyes and Beth grinned, but it was the unexpected touch of Sarah’s arm sliding around her as the three of them leaned in closer for the photos that made Beth’s breath catch.

The rest of the morning passed pleasantly as they slowly worked their way through the pile of presents, which included an assortment of handmade gifts from Lily, such as a denim jacket she had reimagined with embroidered flowers and a digital drawing of the three of them from the Olympics.

Throughout the morning, Beth and Sarah exchanged silent glances, truly appreciating their daughter and the young adult Lily was becoming before their very eyes. Beth had made many mistakes in her forty-five years, but she was always glad she and Sarah had been able to set aside their differences when it came to raising Lily, staying committed to being a united force. It had been the best decision they ever made together.

That evening, after an afternoon of continued celebrations and dinner at the Cassidy household, Sarah pulled her Porsche back into Beth’s driveway, dropping her and Lily off. Lily immediately jumped from the car, hurrying inside to take a call from Wren, who had opted to spend Christmas in Mexico with some of her teammates.

“Can you believe Lily and Wren have been together for almost a year?” Sarah mused.

“That’s nothing. They’re basically still strangers,” Beth muttered.

“You and I were already talking about getting married a year in,” Sarah pointed out, her body shifting in the leather seat to face her.

Beth didn’t say anything in response. She quietly observed the way the moonlight filtered through the windshield, casting contrasting shadows across Sarah’s sharp brow, the glow of the dash illuminating her eyes.

“Do you have a minute to come inside? I have a gift for you.”

Sarah studied her, assessing. Beth knew the look well; it was Sarah trying to map out her plan, trying to stay a few steps ahead.

Before she could think better of it, Beth reached a hand out, placing it lightly on Sarah’s thigh. “It’s okay to let yourself be surprised. You don’t always need a plan.”

She climbed out of the passenger seat, gently shutting the door. The bite of the crisp winter air nipped at her cheeks. Sarah followed closely behind her into the house, through the breezeway off the kitchen, and into her studio.

Her studio space smelled like turpentine and canvas, the concrete floors smeared with dollops and splatters of dried paint built up over years of creating, and in the center of the room sat her large work table. On it, a small package wrapped in brown craft paper with a single emerald green bow—Sarah’s favorite color.

Beth reached for the package, her fingers shaking slightly as they wrapped around the edges of the gift. Turning, she faced Sarah, who was looking at her inquisitively, standing a few inches away.

“This is for you,” Beth said softly, handing the package to Sarah, who worked her slender fingers along the seam. She popped up the tape at the end, peeling back the paper to reveal a painting—the first painting Beth had completed since Jamie’s death.

“I had Lily grab that canvas we started from your house,” Beth continued. “And then I stretched it and continued painting until I got here.”

The painting Sarah was holding was a small portion of the one they had started together, dancing barefoot in the living room of Sarah’s house. Beth had taken it, letting her hands guide her as she layered on vibrant shades of teal, explosive yellows, and pinks, and every other color she felt so deeply needed to be there to take every feeling inside of her and get it out. And when she had stepped back, she saw it. Her joy and love of her craft brought to life again, all because of Sarah.

“It’s…” Sarah started, struggling to find her words, but it didn’t matter—Beth understood.

“I’m so thankful I have you in my life, Sar.” She looked up into those swirling hazel eyes, breathing deeply, knowing that they were each toeing the line of complicating their boundaries. “The last almost two years of my life have been so hard and so heavy. I had so much healing I needed to do alone. But I’m glad I did it, because all of that brought us back here.” Beth inhaled deeply, reaching for the right words to convey to Sarah exactly how much her renewed presence in her life meant. “I think what I’m trying to say is that I’m so glad we’ve ended up where we have. Having you, your friendship, your companionship in life has always meant so much to me, and I really did miss you.”

There, she thought cleanly. Friends. They had always, no matter what, been friends. So why did this feel so much heavier?

“It’s beautiful,” Sarah said quietly, setting the painting on the work table, their bodies brushing against each other.

Their eyes met and something charged and intense passed between them—an old flare of heat she knew all too well. Beth fought the urge to drop her eyes to Sarah’s perfect lips the way she’d done hundreds of times over the years, the way that had gotten her in trouble before. But while she fought, Sarah didn’t. She gave in and Beth sucked in a breath as Sarah’s gaze dropped to her mouth, eyelids heavy with want, time narrowing, Sarah dropping her eyes further still.

You can’t keep doing this to each other, Beth told herself as she leaned in slowly, cautiously, moving towards Sarah’s supple lips, drawn to her like a moth drawn to an open flame. Sarah’s lips were millimeters from hers, breath hot against her, feeling so much like home. But a gentle press of Sarah’s palms against her chest stopped her. Not quite a full-on rejection, but definitely a redirection.

“I don’t—” Sarah whispered, turning her head, not looking at Beth. “I don’t think that’s the best idea right now,” she muttered, something flickering behind her eyes—was it panic, worry, unease? Whatever it was, Sarah smoothed it away quickly, her jaw tightening in resolution.

Her heart hammered in her chest. Beth swallowed hard, nodding her understanding, the heat of embarrassment blooming across her neck and cheeks. She found herself momentarily thankful for the dim lighting in the studio, currently doing the lion’s share of hiding how red her face must be. This was so embarrassing. How had she let herself misread that moment so badly? The way Sarah looked at her—Beth had been positive she wanted the same thing, but she had been wrong.

Sarah reached around her, picking up the painting with careful hands. “Thank you for this,” she said, Beth registering the sincerity in her tone. “I’ve always loved watching you create beautiful things, Beth. I’m glad I could be a part of this one.”

They stood there for another quiet moment. Inches apart, eyes locked on each other. At one point, Beth thought Sarah was going to say more, the way she shifted her weight, opening and closing her mouth. But she must have decided whatever she had to say wasn’t worth it.

“Merry Christmas. See you around, Beth,” Sarah said thinly, turning, quickly slipping out into the hall.

The door to the studio swung shut in a woosh of vanilla-scented air, leaving Beth standing in her studio, wondering if she had just messed everything up.

NEW YEAR’S EVE

Orange and yellow flames licked up the large triangular stack of wood, crackling and popping, sending sparks shooting high into the cool, damp December evening air.

When Liv had called her a few days ago, extending the invitation to come spend New Year’s Eve with her to set intentions and “burn shit” on her property, Beth had expected they’d have a glass of wine and a small fire pit. But a six-foot-tall raging bonfire? That was unexpected.

Beth pulled her coat tighter, tugging her hat over her ears to shield herself from the cold as she stepped back toward the bonfire. She bent down, picking up the small cardboard box filled with scrap wood on which she had written her intentions for the year with a thick black marker.

“Are we doing this or what?” Liv asked, stepping up to the fire beside Beth, her own box of intentions in hand. At Beth’s nod, she went on. “Alright, now we burn all but one of them. The piece you have left is your intention for the year.” Liv grinned, the warm light from the fire making her auburn ponytail glow against the dark backdrop of the evening.

“Where did you come up with this?” Beth asked curiously, reaching into her box to throw her first piece of wood on the fire.

“My aunt Janet. She’s all about this stuff. It used to feel a little too out there for me, but I’ve been doing this for years now and I’ll be damned if that intention isn’t always exactly what I need it to be.”

One by one, Beth and Liv dropped pieces of scrap wood into the fire, leaning into the reflective spirit of the holiday as they shared what went well, what didn’t, and everything in between.

“You know,” Beth said, grabbing a small piece of wood and tossing it into the flames, “this year wasn’t a total wash. At least I got you out of it.” She wrapped her arm around Liv’s shoulders, leaning against her.

They had become pretty good friends over the last few months, mostly bonding over their love of vintage cars. And while so much of her was still a mystery to Beth, Liv was new and fun to be around, and most importantly, she hadn’t known Beth when she had been with Jamie. Liv was a reminder to her that life had kept moving on and that Beth was okay.

“That’s really the only positive you can see? Come on, you’re going to have to do better than that. What about Lily making it to the Olympics?” Liv asked, raising an eyebrow.

“She got injured.” Beth shrugged as if that cleanly determined why that accomplishment didn’t register to her as a success.

“Okay then, how about the fact that you’re painting again?” Liv’s eyes picked up tiny reflections of dancing fire as she bent down, tossing another piece of wood onto the burning pile.

Beth froze, momentarily thrown off. She hadn’t told anyone other than Sarah and Sean that she was painting again. On one particularly long drive to look at a set of custom reupholstered seats for Liv’s Bronco, Beth had confided in Liv the painter’s block she had been experiencing since Jamie’s death. But she hadn’t mentioned she was working past it.

“How did you⁠—”

“Around October, you started having paint in your hair or small splatters on your clothing. That wasn’t happening when we met over the summer. Am I wrong?”

While she considered Liv to be a good friend, there was a lot they were learning about each other. But one thing had become crystal clear since she had started getting to know Liv and that was that Liv was one of the most observant people Beth had ever met. The only time she tried to ask Liv about her unique powers of observation, Liv had steered their conversation in an entirely different direction.

“No, you’re not wrong,” Beth said quietly. Watching the piece of wood she had just placed into the fire be swallowed by the flames, she reached into the box for another piece of timber, fingers scraping the cardboard until she came up with the last piece. “What’s next?”

“Now we read our intentions. I’ll go first.” Liv picked up her piece of wood, reading what she had written earlier. “I choose to live a life that asks nothing of me except honesty. Pfft,” she scoffed, “of course the universe picked that one. What’s yours say?”

Beth’s fingers wrapped around the hard surface of the small piece of two-by-four on which she had written her intention. “I choose to be open.” She laughed as she read the words aloud. The universe really did have a sense of humor, didn’t it?

“What’s so funny?” Liv cocked her head to the side, eyeing her curiously.

“Nothing, it’s—I don’t know how much more open I can be. I’m open to dating. Open to love, open to new friendships, open to new experiences. What else is left?”

“I don’t know if it’s quite that literal. Is there anything that feels out of reach?”

Sarah.

The thought popped into her head before she could stop it. Sarah shouldn’t be popping into her head like this. But here she was. Beth couldn’t stop thinking about her. About that almost kiss in her studio and how, in the moment, she had been so worried she had messed things up by crossing the boundary between them that was blurry at best.

But Sarah had texted her the next morning—nothing important, just sharing a link to an article she thought Beth would find interesting—and it had been like nothing happened. Still, every time Beth had thought about it in the last week, she couldn’t help but let her mind linger on what it would have felt like to kiss Sarah again.

“Out with it,” Liv encouraged.

Beth looked at her nervously, unsure if she should say anything, but wasn’t that the whole point of the intention…to be open?

“Sarah and I almost kissed on Christmas.” The words left Beth’s lips in a hurry, clumsily bumping up against each other.

“Okay, and?”

And? How was Liv not seeing what a big deal that was? It was Sarah.

“She stopped me and said she didn’t think it was the best idea right now. What does right now even mean?” Beth said in an exasperated sigh. “There have been all these looks and moments and little reminders over the last few months of how great things with her can be, and it’s all so fucking confusing.” She threw her hands up, feeling their weight as they fell heavily to her side.

Liv didn’t say anything; instead, she let the crackling of the fire fill the silence. After a moment, she asked, “Do you believe people can change?”

Of course she did. What kind of question was that? Change was an inevitable part of living. “I do,” she answered.

“Have you changed since the divorce?”

Beth nodded. She had changed so much over the years.

“Do you think Sarah has changed?”

Beth shot Liv an annoyed look. This conversation was not helping her at all. She needed Liv to tell her this was a bad idea, not push the door further open, giving her a glimpse of what could be on the other side.

“How’s dating going?” Liv asked, the quick pivot yanking Beth with her to a different part of their conversation.

“I’m going to dive back in,” Beth said, a bitter, unenthusiastic bite to her voice. “New year, new start and all of that.”

“Is it possible,” Liv started slowly, “that the reason you’re not having any luck with dating is that you already know someone who has everything you want?”

Beth studied her, turning Liv’s words over and over like a worry stone in her pocket. “That’s not fair,” she said. “You say it like it’s so simple.”

“I only asked if it was possible.” Liv shrugged, nudging the fire with a metal poker, sending a cascade of sparks flying into the air. “All I’m trying to say is that being open doesn’t mean you have to fully and blindly throw yourself into something. It just means not locking the door so tightly against things you perceive to be over.”

Beth tossed the piece of wood with her final scrawled intention into the fire, watching the flames curl around it.

“Look, I’m not saying to get back with Sarah. But I am saying you two need to talk.”

Beth swallowed hard, the fire popping as she watched the glowing embers. “We’ve never been great at communicating with each other,” she admitted, voice barely above a whisper.

“No time like the present to start,” Liv said with a raised brow.
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Beth left Liv’s place not long after, making her way down the single, dark road that connected their two houses. Headlights cut through the thin veil of fog that perpetually lingered this time of year, mingling with the rain and towering pine trees. Outside of her thoughts—which were currently running loud, anxious laps through her mind—the drive home was quiet.

By the time she crawled into bed, she was exhausted. Beth lay on her back, phone on her chest, screen illuminating the ceiling and mixing with the pale moonlight streaming in through the skylights on her vaulted ceiling. The minutes ticked by slowly. 11:58. 11:59. Midnight.

“Happy New Year,” she said into the darkness, her thumb hovering over one contact in her phone. She pressed Sarah’s name before she could second-guess herself.

Sarah picked up on the second ring. “Hello?”

“Uh—hi. Happy New Year, Sar!” she said, her voice far too peppy for the late hour. Really? she chastised herself. But Sarah’s warm, easy laughter filled her ear.

“Happy New Year, Beth.”

The tension dissipated slowly as they talked about their days and about the fireworks Sarah’s neighbor had been setting off since two that afternoon. They talked about the bonfire at Liv’s and setting intentions for the year ahead, Beth conveniently leaving out exactly what her intention for the year had been.

Somewhere along the way, the edges of their conversation softened, making room for their laughter as they took turns poking fun at each other for not having stayed up till midnight in recent years.

Beth settled into the comfort of their conversation, shifting onto her side, phone tucked under her ear, eyelids growing heavy as they spoke. Sarah rambled on about a book she was reading that Nell had lent her, a second-chance end-of-the-world sapphic romance—not Sarah’s typical read, but she was enjoying it nonetheless.

Beth didn’t remember falling asleep, humming in response to Sarah as she drifted in and out of consciousness, ushering in the new year to the sound of Sarah’s voice cozy in her ear.


TWELVE
SARAH
JANUARY


Lily 10:43 AM


Where are you? The paperwork said we needed to be fifteen minutes early. I’m in the waiting room with Mama.




Sarah 10:44 AM


Getting on the elevator. I still have one minute.




Sarah pressed the small circular button to call the elevator that would whisk her up to the 22nd floor. She, Beth, and Lily were meeting with Dr. Mel to discuss the next steps for Lily’s rehabilitation.

She found Beth and Lily tucked away in a corner of the waiting room. Lily’s knee was bouncing rapidly, Beth sitting beside her, flipping absent-mindedly through a real estate magazine. Beth glanced up as Sarah approached, that warm, tender smile Sarah couldn’t resist pulling at the corners of her mouth.

“Okay, good, you’re here,” Lily said, shoulders rolling back, relaxing into her chair.

“Lils, I’m perfectly on time. Exactly fifteen minutes early.” Sarah tapped the watch on her wrist, sliding into the open seat next to Beth.

“I meant to give you a heads up,” Beth mumbled, her voice low, tilting her head in Lily’s direction. “We’re having a high anxiety day.”

“I can still hear you, you realize that, right?” Lily grumbled, her ponytail swishing as she whipped her head around, glaring at them in indignation.

“Just filling your mom in, love.” Beth’s voice was calm as she maneuvered Lily’s surliness. When it came to Lily, Beth had always had endless patience—a quality Sarah had worked so hard to build and maintain. Patience had never been something that came easily to her.

“You would be anxious, too, if your entire career was on the line. If I don’t get cleared for unrestricted return to sport today, I’m officially behind on my rehab schedule.” Lily waved her tablet, showing the impressive spreadsheet she had made that tracked her progress week by week.

A door near the check-in desk opened and a nurse in deep purple scrubs stepped out. “Lily Gallagher?” he called, drawing their attention.

They stood, Lily looking between them before sticking her hand out in front of her. “We’re the Gallagher Girls.” She smiled sweetly, eyes bright as she looked expectantly at Beth.

Beth immediately picked up on what Lily was doing, placing her hand on top of Lily’s. “Together forever.”

Sarah grinned as Beth looked to her with glittering eyes; she was next in the family chant. “Us against the world.”

“Always,” they said in unison, raising their hands.

Lily giggled, moving towards the nurse, who held the door open for them. “The family chant still needs work, but it’s getting less lame.”

Two hours and approximately five hundred questions from Lily later, they stood in the lobby of the downtown Seattle office building that housed Dr. Mel’s office. Lily clutched a stack of papers in her hand, all indicating her progress and granting her the all clear to return to sport, pending one psych readiness evaluation.

“Holy crap,” Lily said, releasing a long sigh of relief.

Beth slipped an arm around Lily, pulling her in and squeezing her shoulders. “Your mom and I are so proud of you,” she said, glancing at Sarah.

Sarah was momentarily captivated by the way the cool, gray winter sun filtered through the towering glass windows, catching Beth’s eyes and turning them into tiny disco balls glittering in the light. “Do you want me to schedule the evaluation appointment for you?” Sarah offered, quickly tearing her gaze away from Beth.

“No, I can do it.” Lily hugged Beth, then turned to hug her. “I’m going to catch the bus to go meet Wren and Dylan. They finally found a common interest—rebuilding old computers. They’re at a thrift shop on Capitol Hill.”

“Bye, love. Tell Dylan I’m still on the hunt for that Union Jack badge for the car. She’ll know what I mean.” Beth squeezed Lily in another hug.

“Bye, sweetie,” Sarah said as Lily slipped into the revolving doors, then out onto the street. “So.” She smiled, turning towards Beth. “Heading home? Happy to share a car to the ferry.”

Sarah was trying her best to keep things light with Beth, especially after how things had played out over the holidays. That almost-kiss had sent her spiraling, determined to try and understand how she and Beth had gotten back here—back to this murky in-between space they repeatedly found themselves in. She had looked at the situation from every angle she could think of, picking it up, moving it side-to-side and upside-down, always coming back to the same conclusion.

She was falling in love with Beth again, and that scared the shit out of her.

They needed to talk. Sarah knew that. If it were anyone else, she would face things head-on. Clear, direct communication had always been her preferred method, but with Beth, that had always been challenging.

“I’m actually heading to the gallery. I told Sean I would swing by today to work a little bit in the studio there.” Beth grinned, shifting her bag on her shoulder. “But hey, maybe I’ll see you on the ferry on Friday? We always seem to run into each other on date night. Have you noticed that?”

A date? But you were just trying to kiss me two weeks ago. The words ran through her mind as she tried to eliminate any signs of outward confusion. So Beth was still dating?

“Oh yeah, now that you point it out, we do, don’t we. That’s too funny,” Sarah said, playing off her discomfort. “I, uh, don’t currently have anything lined up for Friday, but who knows. Janet may call with a millionaire tech startup founder who wants to wow me.” She forced a smile, cringing at her poor attempt at a joke that landed flatly.

Beth cocked her head to the side, giving her a long, assessing look. “Well, if I see you, I see you, I guess.” She shrugged, pulling her hood up and heading through the circular door.

Jesus Christ, Sarah. What was that?

[image: ]


That Friday, Sarah found herself tucked away at a secluded table in an art gallery turned high-end sushi restaurant, sitting across from a woman Janet had excitedly emailed her about the day before.

For the life of her, Sarah was having a hard time understanding exactly what Janet had seen in these women she had been setting Sarah up with for the better part of four months. It was a mystery, what made her think any of them would be ideal matches for Sarah. And that included the woman currently sitting across from her.

Sarah excused herself to go to the bathroom, but as soon as she was out of sight of the table, she pivoted towards the bar. The sooner she could get out of this date, the better. She didn’t really know why she had said yes to it when Janet called, other than that Beth had mentioned she had a date planned for this weekend.

She needed to clear her head, needed to go home and think about what to do. Sarah was lost, unsure what to do with the feelings for Beth she thought she had so carefully tucked away. She had stopped that almost-kiss for a reason. But then she had said right now, unconsciously leaving the door open.

“Hi,” Sarah said warmly to the woman behind the bar. “Can I please pay for my table, but leave the tab open in case my date wants anything for dessert?”

“Of course.” The woman took Sarah’s card from her outstretched hand, thankfully without asking questions.

Sarah’s phone vibrated in her hand. Glancing down, she saw Beth’s name on her screen.

Beth 8:23 PM


Scratch that. I won’t be on the ferry later tonight. Got stood up, on my way home now. Catch up sometime this week? Hope your date’s going well.




Sarah’s pulse quickened. Re-reading Beth’s text, excitement rose in her chest the way it had started doing again whenever she and Beth talked. “Actually, on second thought, can you add an order of the lavender mochi to go?” She smiled, taking her credit card back, sliding it snugly into her wallet.

In record time, Sarah went to the bathroom and returned to her table to inform her date that she had to go, blaming it on a sudden onset of fictional StanCorp business. She knew it was an asshole thing to do. She stopped only to grab her to-go order from the bar before slipping out of the restaurant and into the preordered car.

Her fingers moved quickly across her phone screen, firing off a text to Nell.

Sarah 8:31 PM


It’s time to fire Janet Starr—no more dates. I’m done. Thanks, but no thanks.




She grinned as Nell’s name instantly appeared on her screen.

“Be more specific,” Nell said flatly. Sarah knew she was multi-tasking. Given the time difference, they were entering peak Nell working hours.

“I’m done. I’m taking myself off the market. I need clarity from Beth. I need to know what’s going on there, and I’m either about to do something that gets me exactly what I want, or something incredibly stupid that I’ll regret.” Her voice was sharp, decisive in a way that surprised even herself. It wasn’t off-putting; it was the sound of her setting her mind to something.

“You are Sarah fucking Gallagher, you don’t have regrets,” Nell reminded her. “You make choices, and you live with those outcomes.”

“Damn right,” Sarah agreed, hanging up the phone. Leave it to Nell to give her the most efficient pep talk using the fewest words possible.

The car dropped her off directly in front of the ferry terminal. She moved quickly up the steps, hurrying to the boarding area. She was cutting it close, the last call for passengers ringing through the terminal at exactly the moment she scanned her pass. Sarah slowed, taking a moment to collect her breath and, more importantly, her thoughts. Beth was on that boat, and they were finally going to talk the way they should have months ago when all of these feelings between them began bubbling to the surface again.

She scanned the rows of vinyl booths and seating as she moved through the boat’s interior cabin, looking for the familiar outline of Beth. But she couldn’t locate her. Sarah’s heart sank as she doubled back, confident that she had missed Beth on her first pass through.

Her heels clicked along the laminate floors that were oddly reminiscent of the art classroom she and Beth had met in so many years ago. She looked for any sign of her, but again, there weren’t any.

Sarah quickly pulled her phone from her pocket, rereading Beth’s last text. Given the time Beth had sent the text and the ferry schedule, Sarah had assumed she meant she would be on this ferry home, giving Sarah time to catch up to her.

But apparently she had been wrong.

She inhaled deeply, a wave of disappointment settling over her, releasing in the form of a single sigh.

“Sarah?” a quiet but achingly familiar voice whispered over her shoulder. Sarah whipped around to find Beth standing outside the women’s restroom, eyebrows raised in shock, dark peacoat hanging open. “What are you doing here?”

She held out the bag from the restaurant as if that perfectly explained her presence. “I, uh, I brought you dessert.”

The ambient sound of life going on around her persisted, but in that moment, she had attention only for Beth standing in front of her. Beth, in shock, looked from the bag in her hand back to Sarah, still confused.

Sarah dropped her arm, realizing that it had been a few long moments since she had been holding out the bag without Beth taking it from her.

“Excuse me, dear,” a woman in her seventies said, motioning to Beth, who was still standing directly in front of the door to the women’s restroom where Sarah had literally stopped her in her tracks. “I just need to scoot by you.”

“Oh—yes, sorry.” Beth gracefully stepped to the side so the woman could pass before meeting Sarah’s eye again. “We should talk.”

Sarah nodded, her stomach twisting as she followed Beth through the ferry in search of a secluded place, or as secluded as they could be on public transit. Beth found them a small booth in the vessel’s café area. The café, currently closed, afforded them a quiet, mostly empty space to have their conversation. Sarah slid into the seat directly across from Beth, putting the to-go bag on the table between them.

“Can I?” Beth asked, already reaching for the bag. Sarah nodded, watching Beth’s fingers work the ties of the bag, opening it and removing the contents, placing them on the table.

“Lavender mochi,” Sarah said quickly, again as if that explained everything.

“And you got this just for me?”

Sarah nodded, watching the way Beth’s eyelashes fluttered, drawing her eyes up—that damn perfect shade of blue connecting with hers. There had been a point in their lives where Sarah could say with high certainty that she could accurately predict every one of Beth’s needs, wants, and desires. Knowing Beth like that had been a privilege, one she sadly had taken advantage of over the years, using it as a crutch to stop having actual conversations with her.

It had been so easy to slip into anticipation. Into the systemization of their relationship: Want Beth happy? Do x, y, and z. Is Beth mad? Have you tried a, b, and c? Over time, she had built up a repository of solutions to lean on, but the one mistake, the one crucial mistake she had made was assuming her solutions for Beth had been correct.

Using the included compostable spoon, Beth carved out a bite, breaking through the chewy purple rice dough exterior to reveal the ice cream center. She brought the bite to her lips, savoring the taste of the dessert on her tongue. Beth slid the to-go container across the table towards her.

“Oh my god, you have to try this,” she said, offering Sarah the spoon.

She took it, their fingers brushing. Her eyes immediately snapped back to Beth, who was watching her with an expression Sarah couldn’t read, making her more nervous than she had ever been around her.

Sarah bit into the mochi, her senses delighting in the sweet, floral, nutty flavors swirling together. “Wow, that’s really good.” She handed the spoon back to Beth.

Together, they quietly ate the mochi, passing the spoon back and forth, taking turns until there was nothing left in the container. Beth gathered up their trash, disposing of it in a bin on the other side of the café area before sliding back into the seat across from Sarah.

Beth placed her elbows on the table, folding her hands together and resting her chin on them, tilting her head in a way that made her hair shimmer in the yellow-tinged interior cabin lighting. “So,” she said softly. “Let’s talk.”

Sarah’s heart thudded against her chest as Beth said those two words. “We’ve never been great at that.” She laughed, leaning back against the cool vinyl backing of the bench seat.

“Unfortunately for us, no. We haven’t. But I think it’s well within our ability to change that pattern, don’t you?”

The way Beth said that—so effortlessly, so cleanly, so openly—made Sarah’s thought process stutter, halting her in the track of her natural inclination to think five steps ahead to try and plan for every possible outcome of a conversation.

She drummed her fingers on the laminate table top as she thought about what she wanted—what she needed—to say. “How did we get back here?” Sarah asked, looking at Beth, wanting so badly to understand.

Their gazes locked. Beth dropped her hands to rest flat on the table mere inches from her own, so close that it would take barely any effort for Sarah to reach out and graze her hand. “I have my suspicions, but I would love to hear where your mind is at.”

Sarah inhaled slowly, the air smelling faintly of stale coffee and brackish water. The boat rocked slightly as it moved through the waves. She glanced out one of the windows, the dark of night pressing up against the water, making it feel like they were floating through time, which was always how time with Beth had felt—nonlinear, happening all at once. She let out a lengthy exhale, making up her mind that if things with them were ever going to evolve, she had to start facing things with Beth head-on.

“I wanted you to kiss me on Christmas,” Sarah admitted, feeling the weight of that secret lifting off her chest. Beth’s eyes widened slightly, understandable given how Sarah had rejected her that night, but she remained quiet, giving Sarah space to continue. “But in the moment…I got scared.” Her voice was surprisingly calm, unwavering, even as she worked through her honest thoughts about that night in Beth’s studio. “I just got you back in my life, and I couldn’t help but think about the ramifications of going back to that version of us when we’ve been in this exact place so many times before.”

Beth nodded, still not speaking, still giving her the space she needed to think.

“But,” Sarah continued, cautiously, “I would be remiss if I didn’t acknowledge that something feels different—we feel different this time. And I think you’ve been feeling that too.”

Her fingers twitched on the table top as she inched her hand closer to Beth’s. Pinky reaching out, barely grazing, feeling the electric heat surge between them—exhilarating and panic-inducing in all the best ways.

“What feels different?” Beth asked, her lips parted.

She chewed the inside of her cheek, trying to pull the words forward to describe how, over the last two years, she had watched Beth change shape before her very eyes in a way that only heavy events had the power to do.

The hardest thing in the world for Sarah had been to keep her distance and maintain her own boundary after Jamie’s death—a time when all she wanted to do was swoop in to be there for Beth and help her wade through the grief. But that wasn’t her role in Beth’s life anymore; she had been clear in making that point. She needed to do her own growing.

Sarah had purposefully stayed an arm’s length away that first year, watching from a distance as Beth navigated life truly on her own for the first time. It had been an uncomfortable exercise in restraint, to say the least, but she knew she needed to do it. She watched from afar as all the parts of Beth that had felt so unbalanced, so on edge, so all over the place finally shifted into alignment.

“We finally unpacked our baggage,” she said quietly.

Beth eyed her thoughtfully. An unexpected grin tugged at the corner of her mouth as she shook her head, chuckling softly. “Took us long enough.”

A weightless feeling thrummed through Sarah’s veins at the sound of Beth’s laughter, making her feel like she was floating. Laughter was a good sign.

Beth’s laughter faded. “These feelings”—she tilted her head, looking at Sarah with earnest eyes—“how I feel about you...”

Beth reached her hand across the table, taking Sarah’s hand in hers, the heat from her palm exquisite as she squeezed gently.

“I don’t know if I can trust myself around you… Christmas proved that… I...” Beth tried, pausing between each thought. Sarah recognized the pattern immediately. Beth was trying to find the right words to articulate where her mind was. “I think what I’m trying to say is I’m not proud of how I’ve handled your heart in the past…To be given such a special gift and mess it up like I did…more than once…” Beth gulped, blinking back tears.

Sarah reached out, bringing her hand to gently cradle Beth’s cheek, the pad of her thumb catching the first tear in a way she had done so many times before. Beth leaned into the gesture.

“I know.” Sarah’s voice was soft. Sincere. Wanting to make sure Beth knew that she was heard. “It’s okay,” she reassured, silent tears falling from Beth’s eyes as she held her gaze. “The recognition helps.” She dropped her hand to the cool surface of the table. “But we don’t have to unpack every little thing right now. We have time for that.”

Beth muttered something about needing a napkin and her mascara running as she popped up, returning a moment later with a stack of paper napkins in hand as she blotted beneath her red-rimmed eyes.

“So,” Sarah said, unable to mask that matter-of-fact, let’s get down to business tone that had a habit of slipping into her sentences. “Where does that leave us?”

Her eyes swept slowly over Beth, anticipation flowing through her, hoping Beth would say exactly what she wanted to hear.

Beth looked up at her, eyes puffy and sparkling and beautiful. She licked her bottom lip. “I want another chance with you. And I know that’s selfish of me, and I know I probably don’t deserve it, but you were right. We feel different this time, and I don’t know how to explain it other than that.”

She was interrupted by a low chime followed by the voice of the captain announcing their arrival. Neither of them moved as other passengers began to shift around them. Their eyes locked on each other, Sarah’s excitement growing.

“You are a deserving person, Beth. You’re worthy of the love that you want—the love we want. We’re all allowed to make mistakes as long as we’re learning and growing. I should know, I’ve made my fair share along the way and am trying to grow in my own ways.” Sarah stood, straightening her jacket, tucking a wisp of hair that had fallen from her bun back behind her ear. She held out her hand. Beth looked at her with wide eyes as Sarah continued. “If you want it, that chance is yours. But promise me we’re not going to fuck it up this time, okay?”

Beth looked at her, shock painted across her face before a smile so large it stretched from ear to ear replaced it. Slowly, she rose, taking Sarah’s hand in hers. “I promise.”

Sarah squeezed her hand three times, Beth’s sharp inhale conveying her understanding of what Sarah was saying without words.

They moved slowly towards the exit, folding themselves into the flow of other travelers milling about, waiting for the all-clear from the crew. When it came, they disembarked the vessel together, hand in hand, knowing that more conversations lay ahead. But for the first time in years, she and Beth were finally on the same page.


THIRTEEN
LILY
JANUARY


Lily sat cross-legged in a stiff armchair set back in a corner of the parents’ viewing area at PGTC. It was mid-afternoon—her favorite time of day to be in the gym. Most of the full-time gymnasts were either working on their homeschool assignments or taking a break for lunch. It was the peaceful time between intense morning training sessions and the afternoon chaos of entry-level gymnastics classes that Lily had started assisting Amanda with at the beginning of the new year.

She swept a stylus across the smooth surface of her tablet, making broad sweeping strokes at times, while at other moments she made short, erratic movements as she sketched out designs for more patchwork sweatshirts. Shannon had loved the one Lily had made her after the NWSL championship game. While she knew her mama was incredibly biased—she was still a talented artist with a discerning creative eye—Lily couldn’t help but feel proud that she had raved about the jacket Lily had made her for Christmas.

The clattering of the door to the viewing area drew her attention away from her tablet, where she had been shading a part of her sketch with a vibrant chartreuse. A flash of red hair caught her attention before Amanda plopped down in the chair in front of her, looking at her expectantly.

“Hi,” Lily said, tapping the button to power off her tablet and setting it on the table in front of her. “What’s up?”

“Oh, nothing.” Amanda’s voice was lofty. “Just wondering why you didn’t tell me you got cleared to return to sport!” She leaned forward, placing a hand on each of Lily’s shoulders, shaking her excitedly.

It was true. Lily had received the all-clear earlier that week after finally scheduling her psychological evaluation. She may or may not have deliberately dragged her feet in making the appointment, fearing what might happen if she didn’t pass.

That anxiety had kept her awake night after night, lingering even into the doctor’s office on the day of the evaluation. She thought getting the all-clear would alleviate the general sense of dread that had given her a perpetual stomachache, and while it did momentarily, the feeling had quickly returned.

“Oh yeah, that. Pretty cool, right?” Lily said, trying to match Amanda’s bouncy tone.

“Have you started your running protocol yet?”

“Yup, last week. It feels amazing to move like that again.” Lily was surprised at how effortless her words sounded, but that surprise was quickly followed by twisting guilt.

Amanda squinted like she knew there was more Lily wasn’t saying. It reminded her of what Jamie had once confided in her, that what made Amanda such a great best friend was her ability to listen without judgment. Lily gulped, considering whether to tell Amanda about her struggles with feeling excited about returning to gymnastics. The thought of stepping onto a mat again made her nauseated.

Lily knew she should talk about this with someone. She had tried to tell Wren about some of the thoughts that played in her mind at a volume she didn’t seem to have any control over, but that hadn’t gone so well. While Wren probably didn’t mean anything by it, Lily had noticed that when it came to feelings and complex emotions, if it wasn’t something positive, fun, or exciting, Wren seemed reluctant to engage, leaving Lily hurt and alone on more than one occasion.

“Is there something else, Lily?”

Lily blinked in surprise. She had been lost in her thoughts longer than she had intended. “Can I talk to you?” Her voice was small, lacking the false pep she had forced earlier. Amanda’s smile fell slightly, and Lily could see the concern in her eyes. “It’s not super serious or anything,” she added quickly. “I just—I need some advice. I usually would have asked Jamie, but obviously I can’t do that anymore,” she mumbled, attempting to make a joke that felt weird and tacky on her tongue.

“The only reason Jamie was ever able to give good advice is because I gave it to her first.” Amanda grinned, and Lily felt relieved that she wasn’t the only one who coped with a little bit of dark humor. “What’s up?” Amanda asked, leaning back in her chair and putting her legs out on the coffee table between them. Her relaxed nature instantly put Lily at ease, making her feel like maybe this wouldn’t be so hard.

“The thought of going back out there makes me want to vomit,” she admitted. There. It’s finally out. “Like, it gives me so much anxiety. I even have a hard time being in the gym to teach the afternoon lessons with you, which is weird because this is my favorite place in the world. I don’t know what to do and…”

Jamie had been right. Amanda was really good at listening. Once Lily began, the words came and kept coming in one continuous waterfall. Every thought, every feeling—good, bad, and ugly—came tumbling out. The last six months of pent-up frustration, annoyance, and worry. And slowly, with each word, a lightness replaced the weight she hadn’t realized she’d been carrying.

Amanda let Lily talk, gave her space to ramble through her own thoughts, and in return, asked thoughtful questions that gave Lily a lot to consider.

“Have you thought about retiring?”

Lily froze for a moment, panicked by even the thought. Still, the way Amanda asked it was more a curiosity as to whether the thought had crossed Lily’s mind, not delivered as a solution Lily should explore. That distinction was crucial.

“Yes and no,” Lily muttered. She didn’t really want to talk about that. Retirement from gymnastics had always felt so far away until recently, when the prospect suddenly felt like it was standing right in front of her. “I asked Jamie about it—you know, the day of her surgery, when we were all hanging out in her hospital room.” Lily’s voice was quiet, eyelids fluttering shut—the memory of the day playing in her mind.

The room had smelled of disinfectant and that weird starch-y scent of freshly opened bandages. Jamie had wanted the day to feel like a party, so Lily and her mama had spent the week leading up to the surgery making paper decorations and discussing the possible outcomes. Lily remembered how, in the moment, she had been so certain, so sure she understood that Jamie’s dying was a very real possibility—yet it still didn’t make that moment the surgeon delivered the news any less shocking.

“You had just left, and my moms and Nell ran to pick up lunch for everyone. Jamie told me to ask all my burning questions now or forever hold my peace. You know how she thought she was so funny.” Lily rolled her eyes and Amanda grinned.

“I think we can all agree that Jamie was corny at best, but always with a good heart.”

Lily nodded. “I asked her when the right time to retire was, and she said I’ll wake up and feel it one day.”

“How unhelpful.” Amanda smirked.

“Yeah, not her best moment of wisdom, but given the circumstances, I’m willing to forgive her.”

Amanda leaned forward, gathering her red hair over her shoulder. “Do you want my advice?” Lily nodded, and Amanda continued. “We fell in love with a sport that comes with a pretty narrow performance window, which is incredibly unfortunate because when you’re as passionate about a sport as it takes to perform at the level we did, the thought of it all being over so soon is a lot to digest.”

Lily sat back, relieved at the way Amanda had been able to summarize her thoughts without Lily ever needing to say anything. She breathed deeply, feeling more of the weight on her chest lifting.

“Jamie wasn’t totally wrong. It is a feeling, and it comes at a different time for everyone. But there are some factors to consider—ones like your ability to compete safely, readiness for the commitment and toll competing at this level takes, and timing. It’s a lot to consider.”

Lily thought for a moment, chewing on her bottom lip. “How do you know what comes next?”

“I don’t think anyone ever truly knows. I definitely didn’t. I had a few years where I felt like I was floating around trying to figure out what was next, but everyone eventually finds their way.” Amanda reached a hand out, gently touching Lily’s arm. “I know I’m not Jamie, but I know she would be so proud of how you handled the last six months.”

Lily smiled weakly, eyes cast down. “Thanks, Amanda, you know, for taking the time to talk with me about all this stuff, and about Jamie. I’ve been missing her a lot lately.”

“We can talk about Jamie any time,” Amanda offered in a genuine tone. The sound of the metal doors opening, followed by excited chatter, drew their gaze. Amanda looked over her shoulder, down into the open gym area. “I think our class of little chaos gymnasts is starting to arrive. We should probably head downstairs.”
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That afternoon, trying to distract herself from the retirement conversation with Amanda, Lily sat at her mom’s kitchen counter, finger flicking across her tablet screen. She blushed profusely while examining a website Dylan had sent her. The site in question was a sex toy website—a reputable and ethical one—but still a sex toy website that Lily, even now at twenty, didn’t quite feel mature enough to be looking at.

She had made the mistake of telling Dylan she wanted to surprise Wren with something fun for Valentine’s Day. Dylan, being ever the compulsive over-researcher, dove right into creating a comprehensive analysis and subsequent matrix of the best things to get your girlfriend for Valentine’s Day. A matrix that included an entire tab on sex toys, which is how Lily had landed here.

“Hey sweetie,” her mom said distractedly as she wandered into the kitchen, looking down at the phone in her hand, a smile on her face.

Heat bloomed across her cheeks as Lily swiftly flipped her tablet over, not wanting her mom, of all people, to see what she had been looking at. A glance at the clock revealed that Lily had lost track of time, explaining her mom’s sudden, unexpected reappearance.

“How was your yoga class?” Lily asked quickly, making sure her mom didn’t have time to ask what she had been up to.

Sarah reached into the cabinet for a glass, then filled it with water. “Oh, it was nice. I ran into Mama, and we had a really good time. Ended up swinging by the Grumpy Goat to grab some coffee afterwards.”

“Since when does Mama do yoga?” Lily mused, running through her mind for any time her mama had ever willingly done anything athletic. “And since when do you two hang out?” She raised a skeptical eyebrow. She had always kind of assumed her moms only stayed friends for her sake—to keep the family peace—something Lily had always been quietly thankful for.

Her mom coughed on her sip of water, sputtering. “Oh, she—uh—mentioned it was a New Year’s resolution. You know, building healthy habits.”

Lily and her mama had made their New Year’s resolutions together on New Year’s Day. But Lily— nursing her worst hangover to date after celebrating her first anniversary with Wren the previous night—hadn’t really been listening to her at all.

“Oh yeah, I think I remember her saying that,” Lily said, her voice trailing off, a silence hanging between them as Sarah sipped water from the glass in her hand.

“Anything on your mind, sweetie?”

Lily inhaled deeply, weighing whether to ask her mom her question, her earlier conversation with Amanda about retirement still top of mind. “Can I ask you a question about something kind of random?”

“I don’t know, can you?” her mom teased. Lily rolled her eyes—that joke was seriously so lame.

“You need a better joke, Mom.” She laughed, pausing to collect herself, inhaling deeply. “How did you know you wanted to be a lawyer? And, like, know what you want to do with the rest of your life?”

Her mom’s hazel eyes searched hers, a thoughtful expression on her face. She was quiet for only a moment before speaking. “There were several things I liked about law. The structure, the order, the chance to be the voice of change. The law is ever-evolving, meaning you’re always learning, and that appealed to me. I also enjoyed the challenge, and my mom always told me I was born to argue.”

A buzz from Sarah’s phone drew both of their attention. She flipped the phone over, glancing at the screen before quickly slamming it face down and looking at Lily with wide eyes. But it was the blush on her cheeks that caught Lily’s attention first. Her mom wasn’t really someone who blushed…

“Sorry,” she said, voice much higher than her usual tone. “What was the second part of your question?”

First the blush and now this weird voice? Lily raised a skeptical eyebrow, choosing not to say anything about it, instead asking her question again. “How did you know what you want to do for the rest of your life?”

Her mom took a breath, steadying herself.

Still weird.

“First things first. It’s not the rest of your life. Let’s just go ahead and squash that notion.” The phone buzzed again, causing her to hesitate before continuing. “I’d recommend thinking about it in smaller chunks of time. The next two to three to five years to start.”

Lily nodded, her mom’s words making her feel the tiniest bit better. Logically, she knew it wasn’t the rest of her life, but that didn’t remove the fact that she was still scared she’d make the wrong choice when it came time.

The phone buzzed again, Sarah reaching for it with red cheeks and lightning efficiency. “I’m just going to silence this.” She flicked the side switch on her phone, then set it down once more.

“As far as how do you know what to do? There isn’t really a one-size-fits-all answer, I’m afraid.” Sarah leaned against the counter, her palms spread on the granite. “Some people know exactly what they want to do, and others figure it out as they go. The things I would think about are what you like doing, what you are good at, and what feeds your sense of purpose.”

“Sense of purpose?” Lily asked, confused. Was she supposed to have a sense of purpose already?

Her mom smiled. “Work you would feel good putting your name behind. What values you want your work to reflect, things like that. It’s okay if you don’t have those figured out yet. Out of curiosity, sweetie, why do you want to know?”

“No reason. Amanda and I had an interesting conversation this morning at the gym, and I’m gathering info.” Lily shrugged nonchalantly. It wasn’t a lie; that’s exactly what she was doing.

Lily had been an info gatherer for as long as she could remember. From the age of ten, she had kept meticulous journals—her musings, her wants, her wishes, and observations—which had only evolved into her excessive but hyper-organized spreadsheets. Her justification was simply that she liked knowing as much as possible about something before making any decisions.

“And you’re sure there isn’t more to it than that?” Sarah raised a sharp brow, exercising that oddly specific parental power of knowing when Lily was holding something back.

“Positive.” Lily gave her mom the most convincing smile she could muster. “Actually, I’ve gotta go. I’m supposed to call Wren. She’s three hours ahead on the east coast.” She hopped off her stool, reaching for her tablet, moving towards the hallway.

“I’m always here if you want to keep talking,” her mom called after her. Lily gave her a half-interested “I know” before heading upstairs.

Lily’s thoughts ran on an endless loop through every corner of her mind as she plopped down onto her bed, calling Wren. On the third ring, Wren’s face pixilated before coming into focus in the dim light.

“Hey.” Wren grinned widely at her, adjusting the hotel pillows behind her head, jostling the camera in a way that let Lily catch a glimpse of the freckles covering her chest where they disappeared beneath her sports bra—the loose, comfy one Wren preferred to sleep in.

“Hey, superstar.” Lily let out a small breath, already feeling better now that she could see Wren. She loved how Wren had that effect on her.

Lily shifted, settling herself deeper into her pillows as Wren launched into a very detailed rundown of how training camp was going, giving her a near minute-by-minute recap while also getting lost in several side stories along the way. Lily liked hearing about Wren’s interests, she really did, but there were times when Wren’s stories and retellings had a habit of eating up the precious amounts of time they had together, and this was turning into one of them.

“Wren—” Lily gently interjected. “You already told me about that.”

Wren went quiet. “Sorry. I got excited,” she said sheepishly.

Light flooded Wren’s screen, pulling her attention away. “One, sec,” she muttered. “Sydney just got back to the room.”

Wren put the phone face up, giving Lily a view of the ceiling as she undoubtedly went in search of her headphones.

“Hey Lily,” came Sydney’s voice, followed by her head popping into frame. “Don’t worry, I won’t take up too much of your precious phone time.” She gave Lily a sweet smile that she could have sworn was secretly a snarl.

Kill her with kindness, she repeated to herself.

“Thanks, Sydney, much appreciated.” She gave a thumbs up as Wren came back into view, headphones on.

“Okay, we’re good. We have at least thirty minutes until Syd’s bedtime routine is done.” Wren’s lopsided grin was adorable as ever, tugging at Lily’s chest the same way it always did.

They were quiet again, Lily waiting to see if Wren would talk first. When she didn’t, Lily did. “So do you want to know how my day went?” she asked, trying to point out to Wren that she had a habit of skipping over that question.

Wren smiled brightly. “Oh, yeah! I always want to know. Tell me everything.”

That was the strange thing about Wren. Lily knew she cared so deeply about the things she had to say, but she never seemed to know how to ask the questions Lily wanted her to ask.

“My day was okay.” She sighed again. “I don’t know, Wren. I’m having a tough time right now with the whole getting back in the gym thing. Amanda asked me today if I’ve thought about retiring, and I can’t—I want—and Jamie—and I don’t—” The more Lily tried to articulate how she felt, the more her pulse quickened and the less her words made any kind of sense, frustrating her even more. “I don’t know what to do.”

Wren stayed quiet.

“I wish you were here,” Lily whispered.

A silence followed, growing more uncomfortable the longer it stretched.

“I don’t know what you want me to say.” Wren’s voice was small again, the one that reminded Lily of a turtle retreating into its shell.

“It’s not about what I want you to say,” Lily snapped, her frustration getting the better of her. “I just want you to have some kind of thought or reaction to what I said that lets me know you’re listening.” She huffed, heat flaring in her chest. She loved Wren, but Wren could be infuriating sometimes.

“I’m sorry you had a bad day. You can always reset tomorrow.”

The urge to roll her eyes so hard it might physically hurt her was extremely overpowering in that moment, but with Herculean effort, Lily held back.

“Thanks, Wren,” she said, looking away from her phone, trying to keep her annoyance in check. She was resigned to the fact that she was most likely not going to get anything deeper from her girlfriend in that moment.

“If it makes you feel better,” Wren said, her voice shifting into a sing-songy tone, “I wish I were there with you, too.”

Lily looked back at the shrunken version of Wren on the rectangular screen in her hand. “You do?” she asked meekly, already knowing the answer.

“Yup.” Wren’s grin tugged at the corners of her mouth. “I’d spoon the crap out of you right now, tuck you up, wrapping myself all around you, exactly how you like it.” Her voice was confident again.

“Pencil me in for one spoon session when you get back, please,” Lily said, feeling her annoyance starting to dissipate as her own smile pulled at her lips.

“Done.” Wren laughed. “You know,” she said, drawing the last word out suggestively, “we could do something that would make both of us feel a little better before our spoon session date.” She raised an inviting eyebrow. “Sydney still has, like, fifteen minutes left in the bathroom, we could…”

Ew. No thanks.

“No, Wren,” she said sternly, her annoyance flaring once again. Was she serious? “First, what makes you think right now is a time I want to have phone sex with you? I just told you how shitty my day was and how sad I was, and your brain said, ‘Yes, great time to make a move.’ Really?” Wren’s cheeks were turning a deeper shade of red with each of Lily’s words, but she didn’t really care. “And secondly, I don’t want to have phone sex with you when your roommate is literally in the bathroom.”

“I’m sorry,” Wren said quickly. “I just thought—I know you like sex, and it makes you feel better, so I thought maybe…” She stumbled through her words, trying to build her defense.

“Wren, not everything comes back to sex. I wanted a little bit of comfort from my girlfriend tonight, and I didn’t even get that. I’m going to go.” She paused, fighting the urge to hang up the phone without saying another word, but that felt too cruel. “I love you. Sleep tight.”

Lily ended the call, tossing her phone across the bed, rolling onto her side. The cool fabric of the linen pillow case pressed against her cheek as hot tears built at the corner of her eyes, threatening to fall as she took shaky breath after shaky breath, trying to keep the floodgates from opening.
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Sarah 11:58 PM


You up?




A wide grin curled across Beth’s lips as she set aside the sapphic graphic novel—an early birthday present from Lily—she had been poring over, her fingers flying across the screen as she typed a playful retort.

Beth 11:59 PM


Really? You’re sending me a ‘You up’ text?




She bit back her laughter, waiting as three dots instantly appeared on her screen, disappearing just as fast, replaced by Sarah’s picture.

Beth answered immediately.

“Well, now that I know you’re still awake, let me be the first, hopefully, to wish you a happy birthday. Forty-six has never looked better on anyone.” Beth could hear Sarah’s smile from where she sat propped up in bed. She could practically see the way the little lines at the corners of her mouth turned up, effortless, and just the tiniest bit cocky. Her heart jumped, fluttering in place.

“I can’t believe I’m forty-six. What was it like? Please share your wisdom with me, my wise elder.” She had always enjoyed mildly teasing Sarah about their three-year age difference, and Sarah had always enjoyed pretending to be offended by her comments, even though Beth knew she secretly loved it.

Beth leaned back into her pillows, getting herself comfortable, settling into the conversation with Sarah. They had spent a lot—a lot—of time talking since that night on the ferry. Talking on the phone, talking over text, talking in person when they could manage with their competing schedules. Talking about everything and anything.

Over the last few weeks, talking to Sarah had become the highlight of her day. No matter the time, no matter the topic—emotional conversations, surface-level conversations, funny musings, and even a few spicy text exchanges that toed the line of being downright filthy—every exchange reminded Beth that hearing Sarah’s voice instantly made any moment better.

Sarah thought for a moment before responding; her serious but playful tone only made Beth’s grin wider. “If you’re not doing mobility stretching already, please start. I will not build a future with someone who does not take stretching seriously.”

Yoga, Beth had noticed, was something Sarah had picked up in the last few years. When she asked Sarah about it, she explained that she had always wanted to do it but had never had the time when she was a lawyer. However, with her new position at Nell’s company, she finally had the time. Out of a desire to impress Sarah, Beth had joined her for a yoga class at the end of January. Unfortunately, that experience had gone comically wrong, ending with Beth pulling a calf muscle and requiring alternating ice and heat for the next few days.

Beth laughed at Sarah’s nudge. “Lucky for me, my girlfriend sent me a list of stretches to do if you’re an artist who spends their days awkwardly hunched over surfaces.”

She paused, letting the word sit between them. She hadn’t meant to say girlfriend. It just kind of slipped out, but now that it was there, she didn’t hate it. In the past, Beth would have second-guessed herself in a moment like this, afraid she might have ruined something; her habit of treating every interaction as if it were a fragile little thing kicking in. But she didn’t feel any of that right now. Right now, she was settled—in her use of the term, in her decisions in her life.

“Ohhh,” Sarah’s warm voice wafted through the speaker, “we’re girlfriends now? That feels awfully expeditious, Ms. Walsh.” Heat rose in her cheeks as she blushed at Sarah’s words, her certainty was only cemented by Sarah’s tease.

“Here I thought we were still in the talking phase.”

Beth’s smile widened. Yup, this feels so right. “What can I say, I’m a girl who knows what she wants.”

“That confidence looks good on you,” Sarah said simply, the heat of her compliment blooming on Beth’s cheeks.

A comfortable, quiet space passed between them, one they had learned long ago to co-exist in. One that had come and gone as they navigated the ups and downs life had thrown their way, both together and apart. But one thing had remained true—they always seemed to find their way back to each other.

“How’s London?” Beth asked. “When do you get back?”

“London is good. Nell and I have been meeting with a few investors this week. The foundation is seeking to make a substantial donation to support advanced research on training female athletes. We have a big meeting this afternoon. I can’t say more than that about it, unfortunately. Oh, and Nate’s been bugging us about going to Disneyland Paris, so we may try to squeeze that in before we head home this weekend.”

“What is his deal with Disney?” Beth mused, an easy giggle escaping her lips.

“No idea. The man likes what he likes.” Sarah’s laughter filled her as it flowed through the phone, wrapping itself around Beth. “But enough about that. Does my girlfriend want the next part of her present?”

Beth sat up a little straighter. A present? She hadn’t been expecting that. “You really didn’t have to get me a gift, Sar,” she said softly.

Sarah’s voice dipped low into a husky register Beth happened to know extremely well, but it had been years since she had heard it, years since it had made her blush like this. “Oh, I think you’re going to like this one. Open the top left drawer of your dresser.”

Beth glanced over to the white oak dresser against the opposite wall, curious as to what Sarah had up her sleeve. She threw back the covers, padded across the wooden floors, and pulled open the drawer as directed, revealing a small package wrapped in brown paper.

“How on earth?” Beth asked, her tone breathy.

“Don’t worry about the logistics. That’s my job, remember? Open it.” Sarah’s command was gentle, but still with the tiniest punch.

Beth worked the end of the wrapping open, sliding the paper away to expose a small box.

“Oh. Oh,” she breathed, realization setting in as her eyes flicked over the box, understanding what was inside.

“I felt bad about leaving you so…worked up over text…right before I left on my trip.” Sarah’s voice dripped with her signature sureness, sending heat spreading across Beth’s thighs as flashes of that specific conversation played behind her eyelids.

“Good, you should feel bad.” She grinned, breathing deeply. “Leaving me to have to take care of myself alone like that.”

“Mmmm.” Sarah groaned. “Fuck, the mental image of you touching yourself…”

“Nothing you haven’t seen before,” Beth pointed out, fingers turning the box over—the box containing exactly one Bluetooth-enabled G-spot vibrator.

“Do you like the gift?” Sarah purred, a rustle of fabric following her words. “I was thinking, since my meeting isn’t till later and I have an open morning… I thought now would be a good time to celebrate your birthday. Would you be interested in that?” Sarah’s words were drawn-out, slow, and purposefully stretched, forcing Beth to feel every one of them.

Beth nodded vigorously before Sarah finished speaking, wanting more than anything to do what Sarah was implying. “Are you wanting to…you know…over the phone?” she asked slowly, the rational side of her mind stepping in, momentarily pumping the brakes, wanting to make sure she and Sarah were on the same page. “We haven’t even kissed again yet,” she finished, suddenly feeling self-conscious at how silly those words sounded.

Sarah’s chuckle started low in the back of her throat. “Since when have you been such a linear thinker?”

Beth blushed. It wasn’t the thought of having phone sex with Sarah before they even kissed that made her want to slow down. At this point in their lives, they had dated, been married, broken up, dated again, broken up again—too many times. She had been naked with Sarah thousands of times and had kissed her even more. That made all of this so much harder to know where the right place to start even was, but it was the deep, deep desire in her to make sure that this time she got it right with Sarah that told her to slow down and use her words.

“I’m not, I…” Beth’s voice trailed off, the vibrator still in her hand. “I want this,” she said, her confidence from earlier slipping back in. “I just want to make sure we’re checking in along the way.”

“Trust me. This is exactly where I want to be, but I always appreciate the communication,” Sarah said, the sincerity in her tone reassuring her before being replaced by a throaty sound that made Beth’s skin prickle with excitement. “Now, about cashing in your gift. I’m already in bed, I suggest you do the same. Oh, and open the toy.”

Fuck. Yes. Beth moved quickly, pausing at the side of the bed and pushing the elastic waistband of her pajama pants over her hips then stepping out of the spot where they pooled on the floor. She slid under the covers, fingers working quickly to remove the small silicone-wrapped device from its packaging and press the power button.

Beth jumped as the toy came to life in her hand, buzzing and vibrating.

“Good, it’s working.” The speed of the vibration increased and decreased in the palm of Beth’s hand without any work on her part. “God, I both love and hate technology,” Sarah mused quietly. “Are you in bed?”

“Yes.” Beth’s voice shook with anticipation as she shifted against the pillows again, one hand resting on her abdomen, the other holding her phone in her hand. Sarah’s voice filled the room over the speaker.

“And let me guess, you took your pajama pants off, but kept your underwear on?” Heat flared in her cheeks at how predictable she was—or at least was to Sarah. There was something disarming about being known so well even after so many years apart. “I’ll take the silence as a yes.”

Beth’s heart hammered in her ears as desire coiled deep in her belly, slowly releasing. The steady rise and fall of her chest measuring each moment between Sarah’s words.

“I want you to spread your legs and touch yourself, but over the top of your underwear,” Sarah directed without a single ounce of hesitation, putting Beth’s mind even further at ease.

Beth obliged, her hand ghosting over her abdomen as it travelled further down, feeling her own heat radiating from between her thighs. She pressed her palm gently against herself, rocking her hand forward, pushing down as she dragged her fingers back—the pressure absolutely divine against her clit. A sharp inhale followed as her hips chased her hand.

“Tell me what you’re doing. Talk me through everything.” Sarah’s voice wasn’t sharp, it wasn’t aggressive, and it wasn’t demanding. It was a reassuring reminder to Beth to communicate.

“I’m rubbing my clit,” Beth whispered, her hands mirroring the movements she was describing to Sarah. “In those small, slow circles—that I—that always get me,” she said between inhales. “Ooh, yes.” It was almost too much in an embarrassing way. Too exciting, too overstimulating, and they hadn’t even really begun.

An amused laugh came through the phone, the one that meant Sarah was pleased with herself. “I missed that sound. The sound of you needing me.”

Beth did need Sarah, needed her like oxygen, needed her in every way one person could need another—and then some. “I’ve always needed you, Sar.” Her voice was hoarse as she whispered that truth, fingers still rubbing herself through cotton underwear.

Sarah moaned—a low, guttural, magnificent sound—on the other end of the phone, making Beth’s hips twitch against her hand, that noise filling her.

“Take your underwear off,” Sarah growled before following softly with, “Please.”

The softness made Beth smile, reminding her that beneath Sarah’s controlled, meticulous exterior was a woman with the purest heart Beth had ever known. A heart that had always made her feel safe, even in her most vulnerable moments.

She pushed her underwear down over her hips, kicking it to the side, not bothering to retrieve it from under the covers.

Sarah’s voice was sweet as she asked, “Do you need any lube for the toy? I know I’m needing it more and more these days…thank you, hormones.”

Beth beamed at the care Sarah had for her as she reached into her bedside table, pulling out a small bottle of lube and coating the toy’s tip. “I’ve got some,” she said, waiting for Sarah’s next instruction.

“Slide the toy inside yourself,” Sarah purred. “And don’t hold back, I want to hear the noises you make.”

Eager to follow Sarah’s direction, Beth positioned the smooth pink silicone toy at her entrance, pressing gently, the lube allowing the toy to glide inside of her. “Oh—hmmm.” She moaned at the sensation of being filled.

“That’s my girl,” Sarah murmured. “Tell me how it feels.”

Beth adjusted the toy, the lobster claw-like design pressing against her clit and G-spot simultaneously. “It feels good, really good.”

“How about now?”

Beth jumped as a wave of vibration ripped through her in the most perfect way, her hand holding the toy in place. “Fu-fuck,” she squeaked, unable to control herself.

“I thought so.”

Beth could practically hear Sarah’s pleasure from being in charge dripping over her words. “As you can tell, I have full control over the toy and what you feel. You talk to me? You get rewarded. You go quiet on me and I take away what you want.”

This time it was Beth’s turn to laugh, panting slowly as Sarah set the vibrator to its lowest setting. “You said this was a gift for me, but—” She inhaled sharply as Sarah increased the vibration speed by one. It already felt so fucking incredible as she clenched around the toy. “It’s starting to feel like this may be more of a present for you.” Beth crossed one leg over the other, applying even more pressure to the toy.

“Are you complaining?” Sarah asked, shutting off all vibration.

Beth slammed her hand down against the mattress in protest, releasing one long, displeased groan. “No. God no,” she quickly clarified before exhaling, relieved with the speed with which Sarah brought back the vibration. “God, it feels so fucking good.” Her head rolled lazily to the side, eyelids fluttering closed as she let the tingling sensation wash over her, moaning into the phone, breathing through the pleasure.

“The noises you make,” Sarah panted.

Sarah’s excitement was palpable, and Beth couldn’t help but wonder if Sarah was touching herself while she listened to her come undone from thousands of miles away. The vibration pattern shifted suddenly, changing from a single continuous pulse to a wave pattern, the tease of it exquisite.

“Oh-my-fuck-whatever that is right there.” Her words were needy, and she knew she wasn’t doing a very good job detailing to Sarah what she was feeling outside her uncontrolled gasps and groans.

But Sarah hadn’t stopped. That had to mean she was doing a good job, right?

“Talk to me, beautiful,” Sarah coaxed gently.

Beth gulped, her thoughts scattering in every direction as she tried to push through and find the mental clarity to speak. “I’ve got—I’ve got my hand on the toy, pushing it—fuck, Sar—the pressure—feels—incredible.” Her words were punctuated with breathy moans as she tried to focus on giving Sarah what she had asked for—communication, for Beth to talk to her.

“Do you think you can take more?” Sarah asked. “Can you hold on for me a little longer?”

Beth whimpered, the speed of the vibration increasing with Sarah’s words. She tightened her grip on the sheet, knuckles white, trying to hold herself in this moment, to stay present with Sarah. Not letting herself bliss out, taking her to the blank canvas of her mind—not yet.

“Sar, I can’t—it’s too much—it’s—I’m already so close.” Beth tried to use her words to explain, feeling an unfamiliar helplessness as Sarah increased the speed again. She couldn’t take it; she wouldn’t be able to hold on.

“Fuck, Beth, you’re making me so wet,” Sarah gasped, her voice breathy, giving Beth the confirmation that she indeed had been touching herself the whole time.

Mental images of Sarah in some luxury hotel room in London, legs spread wide and touching herself to the sound of her pleasure, sent Beth crashing over the edge. “I’m coming, oh my god, I can’t—I have to come—I’m coming—please Sarah let me come. I need to come. Tell me I can come.” Beth chanted, eyelids slamming shut as pops of blue and green in every shade began to fill the darkness of her mind in one big explosion of color.

“Not yet,” Sarah panted

“Please.”

“I’m almost—” Sarah gasped, her voice hitching in the back of her throat.

“I can’t. Please,” Beth begged, trying and failing to hold off the sensation that was so desperately trying to rip through her body.

“Come with me. Now.”

“Sar-ah!” Beth gasped, her legs clamping together as she rode the wave of pleasure brought on by the pulsating vibrations, and when she couldn’t take it anymore—after she had been greedy, claiming not one, but two orgasms—Sarah turned the toy off, panting into the phone.

In that moment, Beth was glad Sarah was several time zones away and therefore unable to witness the very unsexy part of the evening’s events: the removing of the toy, which in all of her years of using sex toys, Beth had yet to find a sexy way to do. A little shifting and adjusting, and she was good to go.

“I counted two,” Sarah said triumphantly.

Beth grinned, knowing exactly what she had been keeping track of.

Sarah’s voice was cocky as she spoke, soft and low into the phone. “Not even in the same part of the world, and I can still make you come multiple times. Glad to see I’ve still got it.”

Beth let out a laugh that sounded more like a puff of air as she tried to reclaim her faculties. “Trust me, Sar, I’ve never once questioned your abilities. You’ve always been excellent when it comes to gift–giving.”

The line was quiet, filled only with the sound of the two of them regaining their composure, bringing their breathing back down to a regular cadence.

“I’m glad you approve. But now you’ve left me in quite the pickle.”

“Hmm?” Beth’s eyelids were starting to droop in her post-orgasm contentment as Sarah’s voice continued in her ear.

“Now I’m stuck here for five more days, without you, having just experienced all of that. There is not enough self-pleasure in the world…” Sarah’s voice trailed off, letting the sound of their breathing fill the space once more.

“I should go,” Beth said quietly, after her third time nodding off. “I can barely keep my eyes open.”

Sarah’s laugh spread through her. “I know, you started snoring a minute ago.”

“Sorry.” Beth yawned. “Some hot girl in London made me come so hard I forgot where I was in time and space.”

“Hey Beth,” Sarah said softly, as Beth melted to the sound of her name rolling off Sarah’s tongue. “Don’t forget to go to the bathroom. You know, UTIs and whatnot.”

Beth grinned. There was Sarah, always trying to take care of her. She loved her for it.

“Thanks for the reminder,” she whispered. “Good night, Sar.”

“Happy birthday, beautiful. Sleep tight,” Sarah said before hanging up.

Forty-six was already feeling like it was shaping up to be a fantastic year.
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The familiar jingle rang above her head as Beth pushed her way through the door of the Grumpy Goat several days later. She breathed deeply, the familiar scent of roasted coffee beans and fresh pastries filling her as she approached the counter where Sean stood wearing an apron.

“You behind the bar is never a good sign,” she joked.

Sean was incredibly talented at business, not so much at making coffee. At that moment, Pat appeared from the stock room, arms full. “Don’t worry. He’s only allowed to work the register. We all remember how he almost blew the place up.” He shot a wink at Beth as she grinned, remembering how Sean had nearly destroyed the espresso machine and all of them in the process.

“I’m only working because we’re short-staffed.” Sean’s grin unfurled, eyes sparkling behind thick black-framed glasses. “My usual stand-in decided she wanted to jump back into her art again.”

It was true. At the beginning of the year, Beth let Sean and Pat know she wouldn’t be able to work her shifts anymore because she was focusing on her art again.

“Are you complaining?” she asked, raising a challenging brow.

“Not at all. You make me a hell of a lot more money with your paintings than with lattes.” He grinned again, Pat tossing a sleeve of compostable cups at him.

“And by that, he means we’re so happy you’re back in your studio.”

Beth grinned, taking a small moment to watch Pat and Sean and how they were with each other as they bickered playfully. They were opposites, but in a way that made so much sense. Sean, with his biting sarcasm, quick sass, and endless charm paired with anyone else would easily be a different version of himself, but with Pat? Pat’s tenderness drew out the best in Sean.

“Earth to Beth.” Pat waved a hand, catching her attention.

“Sorry, what?” she asked dumbly.

“No worries, just asking if you wanted your usual iced lavender oatmilk latte?”

“Yes, please. Make it two. Lily should be here any minute.”

“Oh, right.” Sean moved towards the glass pastry display case, grabbing a pair of tongs and placing two sticky buns in to-go containers. “Happy sticky bun day!” he said excitedly.

National sticky bun day—aka February twenty-first—was a favorite holiday in the Gallagher house. Co-opted by Lily after she had done a school report on obscure holidays, it had become a family tradition to celebrate. Slowly, over the years, all of their friends had been looped into the tradition as well.

The door opened once more, accompanied again by the small jingle and a rush of cool winter air as Lily breezed in, joining Beth at the end of the bar as Sean placed their sticky buns and drinks in front of them.

“Hi, Mama,” Lily said. “Hey, Sean! Happy sticky bun day!” She slid her arm around Beth’s waist, leaning into her for a half-hug and a kiss to the temple. “Ready to walk?” she asked excitedly.

Beth had been surprised that morning when Lily had come into the kitchen asking if Beth would want to go for a walk with her to celebrate sticky bun day. Beth, of course, had answered with an emphatic yes.

The jingle saw them out as she and Lily pushed through the door, turning down the street. They chatted animatedly, catching each other up on their days—Lily asking about how her most recent painting was going—as they headed for the waterfront path bordering the marina.

Grey weathered boards creaked beneath their feet, competing with the rhythmic push and pull of water against the rock-strewn beach.

“Come on,” Lily urged. “Let’s sit so we can eat.” She pointed out a bench ahead on the path, picking up her pace.

They slid onto the bench, each sitting cross-legged in mirrored positions.

“I like that we still celebrate sticky bun day,” Lily said, using her fork to take a large bite of the golden brown pastry. “I know you and mom were doing it to humor me… Kinda thought we’d stop doing it eventually.”

“Absolutely not.” Beth grinned, cutting herself a particularly gooey piece of her own sticky bun. “You can pry this holiday out of my cold, dead fingers. It’s my favorite one.” She bit down into the doughy treat, delighting in the sticky cinnamon flavor coating her tongue.

Lily laughed, the sweet sounds filling Beth from the inside out—a sound that had completely enamored her from the very first baby giggle Lily had ever made.

Her laughter faded as Beth watched her daughter take another bite, chewing thoughtfully as she looked out at the lines of sailboats tethered to their posts in the marina, ropes creaking gently with the shifting tide. “I need to ask you something, but I need you to promise me you’re going to be cool and normal about it. I’d ask mom but she’s in London. And honestly, I think you’ll have better advice.”

Worry pulled at her heart, wondering what question Lily had for her that was so important it required a pep talk. “You know you can always ask me anything,” she said, taking a sip of her coffee.

The wind picked up the ends of Lily’s hair, trapping them in its little dance before moving on. She reached up, pulling her jacket tighter around her. “How often are you supposed to have sex?” Lily said in a rush, taking another bite of her sticky bun. “Like, what’s a normal number of times in a week? I googled it, and the number is wildly all over the place, which wasn’t helpful. There weren’t that many resources specifically for queer relationships, let alone young queer relationships, and I just, I dunno, need to talk to someone about it.” Her chest heaved, cheeks tinged the palest pink in the same way Beth’s did when she was feeling flustered.

Beth sat there, a bite of sticky bun prepped on the end of her fork, frozen between her container and mouth. She set her fork down, thinking of how best to respond to Lily in a cool and normal way, as Lily had put it. “Is everything okay with you and Wren?” she asked cautiously.

“Ugh, yes, I didn’t say things weren’t okay, I just… Can you answer my question, please?” Her voice was soft, timid almost as she looked at Beth with bright blue eyes, the gray of the day making them even more pronounced than usual.

Beth could do this. She could totally do this. She inhaled deeply, letting the crisp February air fill her lungs before she exhaled. “I’m afraid normal,” she said, using airquotes, “is different for every couple.” Lily’s expression shifted ever so slightly, and Beth couldn’t help but wonder if she had been hoping for a different answer. “Are you feeling like there is too much? Or not enough?” she asked tentatively, wanting to understand better so she could offer Lily guidance that would be helpful rather than an obscure direction she had been offered when navigating this with Sarah back in college.

Lily didn’t answer her at first, then she said slowly, “Neither?” She took another bite of her sticky bun, chewing before continuing. “I don’t know, ever since Wren and I, you know, started having sex, it kind of feels like we have to do it all the time now. And it’s not like I don’t want to. I do. I really like—” Lily’s cheeks turned pink again as she took a deep breath. “I just also wish we had times where I feel like we can, you know, be Wren and Lily.”

Beth’s heart ached for Lily, understanding the feeling she was referring to. “Have you tried talking to Wren about any of this?”

Lily shook her head. “No, I’ve been meaning to, but I don’t want to hurt her feelings or make her think she’s doing anything wrong, because she’s not. There’s something wrong with me.” She got to her feet, taking the container and walking it to a trash can nearby. She pulled her knees up to her chest as she sat on the bench beside Beth once more.

“There is absolutely nothing wrong with you, love,” Beth reassured, her hand reaching out to brush Lily’s cheek. “Sex changes things in a relationship.” She chewed on her words, trying to make sure she was articulating herself clearly. “It’s a really wonderful, special gift to get to share with someone, but it takes a lot of trust and even more communication. That’s not always where the emphasis lies when it feels as good as it does.”

Lily nodded as she listened, eyes fixed on the horizon.

“If something doesn’t feel right, you should say something to Wren. She loves you. You love her. She’ll understand.”

Lily bit her bottom lip, thinking, the same way Sarah did whenever she played sudoku on her phone. “In my brain, I know you’re right. But it’s easier to let things go, you know? Wren and I don’t get to see each other very often, especially now that her season is picking up again. I don’t want to waste any of our time together fighting or being upset with each other.”

If there was one thing Beth truly understood, it was that sentiment right there. That one statement from Lily sat so deep in her chest, a permanent behavioral pattern she had adopted around Lily’s age and worked like hell to outgrow.

“I know that feels easier right now, Lils, but trust me. If you start not saying the things that matter now just for the sake of keeping the peace, that’s what builds up resentment down the road.”

Lily uncrossed her legs, shoulders rolling forward as she placed both her feet on the ground. Beth reached out, patting Lily’s knee in what she hoped was a reassuring way.

“Talk to Wren. And if you need to talk to me some more afterwards, you can do that too.”

Lily turned, looking at her with an appreciative smile pulling at the inside corner of her mouth. “Thanks, Mama. For not being weird about this and for being you.”
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That evening, just as the sun was starting to dip behind the outlines of the towering evergreen trees that lined her gravel driveway, Beth arrived home after dropping Lily off at the ferry. They had finished their walk on a good note, chatting a little more about relationships and the importance of communication.

It was not lost on Beth the irony of giving advice on building relationships with good communication, since that had been something she had always struggled with. Well, actually, no, that wasn’t true. She only struggled with communication with one person—Sarah.

Beth prided herself on being an excellent communicator. Growing up with two psychology professors as parents, emotional intelligence and communication were baked into everything she did. It was in her words, wrapped up in her emotions, even in her artwork. So much of Beth’s days were spent communicating in some way, shape, or form.

She parked her car, still lost in her thoughts about the struggles with communication she had faced with Sarah over the years. From tiptoeing around hard topics, to trying to predict each other’s moods, to filling in the blanks instead of asking for clarification—all habits that had started with the pure intention of not wanting to hurt the other’s feelings, but ended with making a bigger mess than either had intended.

Communication with Jamie had come easier, at least at first. But Jamie had come with walls Sarah never had. Walls Beth had repeatedly attempted to tear down and chip away at, only to have Jamie erect new ones in their place. And while talking with Jamie had always been easy, getting her to actually stay and talk—to fight her natural inclination to run—had been challenging to say the least.

Beth unlocked the door, placing her keys in the bowl on the entryway table. She slipped off her shoes as she moved further into the house when she noticed a light coming from the kitchen, one she hadn’t left on. As she made her way down the hall, she couldn’t stop the look of astonishment that etched itself across her features.

“Sarah?” she said, surprised, stopping in the space where the hallway opened up to the back of the house.

Sarah was in her kitchen. Correction. Sarah was in her kitchen, leaning casually against the kitchen island, a small, clear container in her hand, looking absolutely stunning.

“What are you…?” Disbelief accompanied her words as Beth tried to understand how Sarah was suddenly here. “You’re supposed to still be in London.”

Sarah straightened, a slow, assured grin spreading across her defined features, hazel eyes flashing with something unreadable. She held the container out for Beth to take, which she did, only then noticing that it contained the most delicious-looking sticky bun.

“It’s sticky bun day,” Sarah said matter-of-factly. “You didn’t think I was going to miss the best holiday of the⁠—”

Wherever else Sarah was going with that sentence, Beth didn’t care. She closed the distance between their bodies in three short strides, pressing up on her tiptoes, hands cupping Sarah’s cheeks, swallowing her surprised gasp as Beth pressed her lips to Sarah’s, reveling in their perfect softness.

Sarah’s body was stiff for only a moment before she relaxed, sighing into the kiss, one of her long arms snaking its way around Beth’s waist, pulling her closer as their mouths moved together out of memory of the thousands of kisses they had shared before. Kissing Sarah had always felt like coming home, but this time it was different.

“—year,” Sarah breathed, finishing her sentence, her eyes fluttering open. “You know, I had a whole, really charming speech planned.” She mumbled her feeble protest as she tightened her grip around Beth’s waist.

Beth rested her hands on Sarah’s chest, the warmth of her body radiating through the black quarter zip sweatshirt she wore. Tilting her chin up, Beth gazed up at Sarah, counting the smattering of freckles barely visible beneath her makeup. “I’m sure it was a great speech,” she whispered, patting her chest gently.

“Really romantic stuff. Definitely swoon worthy, but I like your approach too.”

Beth turned her head, resting it on Sarah’s chest, tucking herself beneath her chin so she could listen to the rhythmic sound of Sarah’s heart beating. “You’re here,” she whispered before glancing at the oven clock. “You must be so jetlagged.”

Sarah kissed the top of her head. “Unbelievably so, but I had to deliver that sticky bun before the end of the day. Gallagher girls stick together, remember?” She laughed. “I’m definitely going to need one hell of a good night’s sleep to bounce back from this travel week.”

Beth was quiet for a moment, still in disbelief that Sarah had come back from her trip early, just for her… Just to uphold their silly little family tradition.

“Stay the night.” Her voice was quiet, almost too quiet, as she whispered, “Stay with me.”
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Stay with me.

The words had just left Beth’s perfect lips, still warm on her ears as Sarah held her close, their bodies molded to one another like puzzle pieces meant to fit together.

“Always,” she whispered, pressing her lips to Beth’s temple, delighting in the way her hands flexed momentarily—an instinctual reaction to Sarah’s touch.

“I still can’t believe you’re here.” Beth tilted her chin slightly, looking up at Sarah with bright, sparkling blue eyes so full of wonder, almost as if she was truly seeing Sarah for the first time.

Beth’s nose scrunched with her smile, making freckles dance across her fair skin in a way that had a habit of making Sarah feel a little powerless—something she had always prided herself on never being.

“You really expected me to stay in London and work after our phone call the other night?” Sarah murmured, dipping her head to capture Beth’s lips with hers again, reveling in the faint tangy hint of grapefruit lingering there from the all-natural chapstick Sarah knew she preferred.

She had forgotten what kissing Beth felt like. Forgotten the way Beth liked to play games with her kisses—some quick, some slow, some long and meandering, just a little unpredictable. She had always been a sucker for the whimsical way Beth floated through life. If Sarah was fire, Beth was the air that breathed her into existence. Since the very first day she met Beth, she had felt the way the give-and-take of her attention had the power to expand and contract Sarah’s world. And right now? Right now, it was expanding exponentially.

Sarah had filed every little memory and feeling away in that box labeled ‘Beth’ in her mind to shield herself from the pain of reopening them when she couldn’t do anything about them—at least not in the way she wanted to.

But now you can.

Her heart quivered, hand sliding down over the curve of Beth’s ass, squeezing gently, basking in the feeling of their bodies pressed together. A whimper escaped Beth’s lips, and god, she had forgotten how that noise always felt like magic.

Beth pulled back, chest heaving as she tried to slow her breathing. Sarah tried to tamper with the excitement building deep within her. She wanted to give herself a moment to acknowledge the swirl of feelings existing inside of her, each and every one of them so perfectly intense, so perfectly hers, and so perfectly tied to Beth.

“Feelings check,” Beth whispered, a gentle hand coming up to rest against Sarah’s cheek, thumb rubbing soft circles over her cheekbone.

Sarah leaned into the heat of Beth’s touch, inhaling deeply. Her eyes fluttered closed for the briefest moment as she smiled at the term. She had forgotten about feelings checks, too.

“I feel nervous.” Sarah’s voice was hoarse with honesty as she ran her tongue along her bottom lip, thinking. How did Beth always know when there was more to what she was feeling than she was saying? “And excited. And in love. And valued. And scared. And horny. And exposed. And so many other things. You have a knack for making me feel everything all at once,” Sarah said, taking a deep breath.

Beth’s eyes searched hers. “Is that a bad thing?” she asked, her voice quiet.

“It’s overwhelming, but in the best way.”

Beth nodded, taking Sarah’s hands in hers and ghosting her lips across the tops of her knuckles, feather-light, sending a shiver through her. “And that third feeling?” she asked thoughtfully, repeating the same motion on Sarah’s other hand as heat licked up her spine.

“Excited?” Sarah offered dumbly, knowing exactly which feeling Beth meant.

Beth shook her head side to side, leaning closer, breath hot against Sarah’s ear as she whispered, “No, the one after that.”

“In love.” Sarah’s mouth moved automatically, lips forming the words that came easily because if one thing had been true for most of her adult life, it was that Sarah loved Beth with her entire being.

Beth’s lips kissed the length of her jaw, moving to hover above hers. “I’m in love with you, too.”

Those words sent fire raging through Sarah’s veins, body thrumming with the sheer release of finally ripping off the lid of that box labeled ‘Beth,’ letting the contents spill everywhere. They filled every corner of her mind, consuming her completely. Beth’s words were like oxygen that Sarah swallowed greedily, lips demanding more contact—more of Beth, who obliged by parting her lips ever so slightly. Sarah eagerly took her bottom lip, biting down with enough pressure to elicit the most perfect moan ever uttered, only fueling her desire more.

In love.

Their hands were everywhere, grabbing at clothes, pulling each other close, so close.

Sarah’s mouth claimed Beth’s, hands cupping her jaw as Beth worked her way under the hem of Sarah’s sweatshirt, her touch leaving a trail of fire across her skin. It was absurd how the barest touch from Beth had the power to render Sarah completely useless, her mind temporarily forgetting where she was as Beth’s fingers explored, skimming across her abdomen, over her hips, and up Sarah’s back.

“Be-th.” A sharp, needy inhale escaped her, hot and heavy at the feeling of Beth’s nails raking down her back only to grab at the hem of Sarah’s sweatshirt, tugging it up and over Sarah’s head, temporarily breaking their kiss.

“Let me show you how much I love you,” Beth said, taking both of Sarah’s hands in hers once more.

Her heart hammered in her chest as Beth placed her hands on either side of her body, positioning her to grip the edge of the counter. But it was Beth’s breath hot against her collarbone that made Sarah’s breathing stutter as Beth whispered, “It’s the least I can do after our call the other night.” Her lips moved lower over the top of the white tank top Sarah wore, still smelling faintly of airplanes and travel.

Oh, my god, this is fucking happening. Keep it together, Gallagher.

Time slowed. Sarah, watching in awe as Beth dropped to her knees, hands bracketing Sarah’s hips, her fingertips digging in. And when Beth looked up at her with those big, beautiful blue eyes and freckles, Sarah forgot how to breathe. Seeing Beth like this—on the floor between her legs—sent a rush of heat through her.

“Let me adore you,” Beth whispered, placing a kiss on her left thigh, then her right, brushing her nose and lips over Sarah’s heat, fingers hooking into the waistband of her joggers and underwear.

Sarah nodded feverishly. “Fuck. Yes. Please,” she breathed, hands flying to her waist, rushing to help Beth pull the garments over her hips and down her thighs.

The warmth of Beth’s touch radiated up her legs as she scooted closer, positioning herself right in front of Sarah, leaning in, breath hot against her in the most delectable way.

“God B-b, oh—” Sarah inhaled sharply, groaning in a way that should have been embarrassing as Beth pressed her face into her.

Beth worked with a slow, agonizing patience, her tongue moving in languid strokes fanning the heat until it felt all-consuming, every swipe, every pass only spreading the ache further. Reaching down, Sarah’s fingers tangled in Beth’s hair, gripping the golden waves as if they were the only thing keeping her tethered to reality.

“God, I missed how you taste,” Beth whispered against her, hands spread across her thighs. Holding Sarah still against the counter.

Sarah moaned, her grip in Beth’s hair tightening, inhaling sharply as Beth sucked gently on her clit. She let her head roll back, eyelids heavy, gaze locked on the vaulted ceiling. Heat flared within her, enjoying every one of Beth’s movements as she tried to keep a lid on her excitement, to stay in this moment as long as possible. To stay here with Beth as long as possible.

“Fuck—”

Another sharp inhale as Beth sucked at her gently, alternating with teasing flicks of her tongue. Sarah’s hips instinctively rolled up, off the counter, causing Beth to press her hands more firmly into her hips, holding her in place.

“Stop moving.” Beth’s voice was firm, a gentle command in the way only she could deliver.

“You—aren’t—making—that—easy,” Sarah gasped as Beth slid her tongue inside of her at the same time their eyes met.

Jesus Christ.

Sarah’s walls shuddered with the familiar flutter of her own release, but she wasn’t ready for it, not yet. Not when there was still so much she wanted—needed—from Beth.

“Beth,” she whined her name, the sound of her own neediness catching her off guard. She was Sarah fucking Gallagher. She didn’t need anyone, but she needed Beth.

“Please. I—oh.” Sarah was so close, the wave of her orgasm building within her.

“Let go, love,” Beth encouraged. “Let me catch you.”

For once, Sarah didn’t try to hold on. She closed her eyes, telling herself it was okay to do as Beth asked and let go. Her grip in Beth’s hair tightened, her thighs clenching as a final flick of Beth’s tongue sent her tumbling over the edge.

“Beth, f-fuck,” she panted, hips jerking against Beth’s mouth, her hands still holding tightly to Sarah’s hips, keeping her pinned in place.

When her breathing finally slowed and her world turned right side up again, Beth placed a gentle kiss on the inside of her sweat-slicked thighs before standing. Sarah reached for her, looping an arm around her waist, pulling her close. When she kissed her, it was her own desire she tasted on Beth’s lips that made her growl with her need for Beth, out-weighed only by the overwhelming feeling of contentment coursing through her entire body.

“I love you,” Sarah whispered, their foreheads pressed together.

Beth’s hands were still on her hips, still holding her as she said, “I love you, too. Now let’s get you to bed.”

That night, Sarah had one of her best sleeps in recent memory, which she could only reasonably attribute to Beth’s presence.

When morning came, Sarah blinked awake, eyes adjusting to the pale gray light beginning to flood the room through the pair of skylights set into the vaulted ceiling. It was early still—a little after seven a.m., her body clearly not having received the memo that she had moved time zones. She shifted slightly, rolling onto her side so she was face-to-face with a still sleeping Beth.

She looked so peaceful, her breathing deep, accompanied by a gravely snore that was incredibly endearing—and also new. Sarah smiled, not wanting to wake her yet. She gently wiggled herself free from the tangle of linen sheets. Reaching for her phone, she slipped quietly out of the bedroom and down the stairs.

Heat rose in her cheeks as she entered the kitchen, her mind flashing back to the things Beth had made her feel the night before. The sticky bun she had flown halfway across the world sat abandoned on the counter, but for the best reason Sarah could come up with.

She busied herself with making coffee, familiar enough with the layout of Beth’s kitchen to find what she needed with ease. Her phone vibrated against the marble countertop, a message from Nate landing in the group chat she shared with him and Nell.

Nate to the StanGallaGrants 7:15 AM


Missing you at Disney. Hope your lady liked her sticky bun ;)




Sarah grinned. Attached to Nate’s message was a photo of him and Nell with the evil queen from Snow White—Nell, for once, looking like she was enjoying herself.

Nell to the StanGallaGrants 7:16 AM


Really, Nate? So mature. What he’s trying to say is we hope you made it home safe and that you and Beth had a good evening.




Nate to the StanGallaGrants 7:16 AM


A good evening fucking…




Nell to the StanGallaGrants 7:16 AM


I swear to God, Nathaniel, I will kick you out of this group chat.




Sarah to the StanGallaGrants 7:17 AM


Home safe and sound. Well, at Beth’s safe and sound, so Nate, you figure it out from there. ;) Sorry not sorry for missing Disney. I’ll catch the next trip.




She laughed to herself, setting the phone down and taking a sip from the mug in her hands as she looked around the living room. The weight of the fact that she was here—in Beth’s house the morning after—settled deep in her chest.

For years following their divorce—the messy years where they had never quite gotten the hang of extricating themselves from one another—the rule was simple: Hookups were allowed, but absolutely no sleepovers. Sleepovers had somehow felt like they made everything too real, too complicated. Sarah remembered her own naive confidence, how sure she had been in that boundary. Now, looking back, it was almost laughable how silly that thought process had been.

“Sar?” Beth’s tired voice floated down from the balcony overlooking the living room.

Sarah stepped forward to where Beth could see her. “Hey.” Her smile spread across her face at the sight of Beth with tousled hair and soft eyes, wearing the shortest sleep shorts she had ever seen.

The concern melted from Beth’s refined features, replaced by a look of delight. “I thought you snuck out and went home.”

“And leave you? No way.” Sarah winked. “Besides, you’re my ride home. I had a car drop me off here yesterday.”

Teasing Beth was a language Sarah had always been fluent in; it was second nature to her, and, if she were honest, she had always enjoyed the way Beth responded to it—feigning annoyance to cover up the reality that she secretly loved it.

Beth grinned, rolling her eyes as she turned and headed back into the bedroom. “When you’re done with the sass, come upstairs and join me in the shower,” came her muffled voice over her shoulder.

Sarah didn’t need telling twice. She took another swig of her coffee before hurrying to join Beth.

By the time she got to the bathroom, steam was rising from the shower, Beth’s naked body visible through the glass door. It only took her a moment to slide out of her clothes, leaving them crumpled in a pile on the floor.

Beth let out a groan as Sarah stepped behind her. “Took you long enough,” she muttered.

Sarah’s lips found Beth’s neck, humming gently, hands reaching around to cup her perfect breasts, the weight of them in her palm something to be treasured. She delighted in the sharp inhale of breath as she squeezed, rewarding Beth even more by gently pinching her nipples under the steady stream of hot water.

Beth’s head fell back onto Sarah’s shoulder as she moaned, “Mmhmm. Just like that.”

“Do you want it hard?” Sarah asked, breath hot against Beth’s ear, pinching her nipples a bit more forcefully. Her tongue traced a path down Beth’s neck before switching to a gentle rolling motion. “Or soft.”

“Hard,” Beth panted as her own hand snaked its way between her legs to touch herself, hips pushing back into Sarah. “Oh, god, yes.” She groaned while Sarah continued to pinch and tease her until Beth’s breath was coming out in shallow gasps and whimpers.

Sarah’s voice was low and steady in Beth’s ear. “The noises you make for me. They drive me wild and the way you whine for me, the way I can hear how badly you need me”—she sucked gently, nibbling ever so slightly—“I’m so fucking lucky.”

“Sar—” Beth hissed, her hips twitching as Sarah’s hand replaced hers, pressing gently against her clit.

Beth’s free hand reached up to tangle itself in Sarah’s hair, pulling her head down, bringing their lips crashing together over her shoulder. The kiss was desperate, like Beth was trying to make up for the time they had lost between falling asleep last night and waking up this morning. Like now that they had each other like this again, there was a renewed sense of urgency to consume the other completely. It was intoxicating. She wanted more.

She pulled her hand back, away from Beth—the whine of her protest not going unheard.

“I need you…please.”

“Patience will get you everything, beautiful.” Sarah smirked, letting her hand trail up and down the sides of Beth’s slender frame before coming to rest on her hip. “Put this foot up.” She patted the back of Beth’s right thigh.

Something pulled at her chest at the willingness with which Beth obliged, steadying herself with one foot propped up on the built-in shower bench. She bent forward, bracing herself with her hands flat against the tiled shower walls, waiting for Sarah’s touch. The power in knowing that Beth was waiting for her, wanting her, needing her? It was almost too much.

“A girl can only be so patient. I want you to fuck me,” Beth demanded and it took everything in Sarah to focus.

Sarah’s hand found a hold on her hip, fingertips pressing into the soft flesh, her other hand sliding between Beth’s legs. She pushed her fingers through Beth’s folds, reveling in the way her hips chased her touch.

“Fuck me just like this.” Beth groaned low in the back of her throat as Sarah pushed two fingers inside of her, moving slowly at first before picking up the pace.

She drove into Beth over and over as her hips rocked back, meeting Sarah. With each thrust, with each “fuck me” plea from Beth, Sarah couldn’t stop the absolute disbelief that still flowed through her that she was exactly where she had wanted to be for so long. By some grace of the universe, all the planets and the stars had managed to align, and she and Beth had found their way back to each other.

Beth moaned a steady stream of encouragements, “Yes, oh yes. Fuck, there. Don’t stop,” that mixed with the steam rising around them as Sarah continued her movements. “I’m going to come if you keep doing that,” Beth panted.

Sarah couldn’t help the snarky retort already on the tip of her tongue. “That’s kind of the point.” She grinned, bringing her hand down in a playful smack against Beth’s ass, which echoed off the hard surfaces of the shower

Beth whimpered. “Fuck, do that again.”

Sarah brought her hand down a second time, a little harder, water splashing with the force of the gesture. Beth’s walls clenched around her fingers as the palm of her hand made contact with her ass, a surprised yelp following.

“Again,” she begged and fuck. It was the hottest sound Sarah had ever heard.

She brought her hand down again as Beth’s walls fluttered with the telltale sign of her orgasm. “You like it when I’m a little rough with you, don’t you?” she growled.

Another clap of her hand against Beth’s ass, another yelp. She rubbed gently, soothing the skin that was now pink as water droplets trailed their way down, over the curves of Beth’s body.

“I’m going to come,” Beth moaned, leaning into her touch as Sarah brought her hand down one last time, savoring the feeling of Beth clenching in rolling waves around her. “Sar—oh. My. Fu—Sar!”

Sarah held her gently as Beth shook and twitched and shuddered, keeping a steadying hand on her hip as she whispered soothingly. “That’s it, beautiful. I’ve got you. Take everything you need.” The words repeated over and over as Beth claimed exactly what she wanted.

And when Beth’s breathing evened out, when she dropped her foot from its spot propped up on the bench, Sarah scooped her arm around her waist, pulling Beth’s body close to hers under the warm water.

She kissed her nose, her cheeks, her chin, her eyebrows, anywhere Sarah could reach with her lips; she kissed as a warmth surged through her. It wasn’t just desire—though that was definitely there. No, it was something even better than that. It was her own happiness.

“I love you.”

“Love you too,” Beth echoed, placing a chaste kiss to Sarah’s lips before reaching around for the lavender bodywash. “Now, what do you say we actually use some of this water to shower with? We’re being so wasteful.”

They took their time in the shower, held up only by their inability to go for more than a few minutes between drawn-out kisses and wandering hands, refamiliarizing themselves with each other’s bodies. They laughed together when the water ran cold, reminding them of how much time had passed. Beth stepped out first, handing Sarah a fluffy bright yellow towel.

Sarah’s smile pulled at her mouth. “Yellow is a color choice. Did I miss a memo? I thought you were strictly white towels only.” She raised a brow, wrapping the towel around herself as she tried to recall a time in their life where Beth had had anything other than white towels.

Beth shrugged, wiping fog from the patch of the mirror in front of her. “I got them after Jamie died. I needed something bright in my life,” she said simply as she applied toothpaste to her toothbrush.

Shit. Sarah’s heart sank, guilt washing over her. She obviously hadn’t known, or else she wouldn’t have said anything. “Oh—I’m sorry, I⁠—”

Beth cut her off, placing a hand on her chest. “No need to be sorry,” she said before returning to brushing her teeth.

Sarah replayed Beth’s words, analyzing them, trying to find any hidden meaning to something Beth wasn’t saying, and—no. She caught herself, stopping the old thought pattern in its tracks. They were different now. She could trust that Beth meant the things she was saying.

Beth grinned at her in the mirror as she brushed her teeth, winking before adorably scrunching her nose. God, she’s cute. Sarah smiled as she opened the medicine cabinet and, sure enough, there was the face lotion Beth had used for the better part of a decade. Sarah delicately applied some to her cheeks, bumping her hip against Beth’s in a quiet dance they had mastered years ago.

“I missed this.” Beth’s voice was soft as she handed Sarah the base of her electric toothbrush and a new toothbrush head. “I wasn’t sure if all of this would feel strange—you know, after everything. I really wasn’t sure what to expect—you and I, we’ve done this so many times—and Jamie—” She leaned thoughtfully against the vanity as she drifted her way through her thoughts, freckled arms hanging loosely at her sides.

A knot pulled in Sarah’s stomach as her heart began to race, her mind flying through all of their interactions, trying to figure out which one had gone wrong and how she could get ahead of it—stop. You don’t have to do that. Listen to what she’s saying, the small voice in her head reminded her.

“I’m sorry.” Beth smiled weakly, shaking her head. “I don’t think I’m articulating myself well.”

Sarah’s voice was warm as she reached out, sliding her hand into Beth’s. “Whatever you have to say is important to me. It’s okay if you’re a little clumsy getting there.” She squeezed Beth’s hand in what she hoped was a reassuring way, giving her the space to continue.

Beth took a moment to gather her thoughts before speaking. “I was scared when I started having feelings for you again in the fall. Scared of what it all meant. Guilty for what I put our family through. I mean, what was the point if we were just going to end up back here?” She sighed, dropping her shoulders, casting her eyes down.

Sarah chewed on the inside of her cheek, listening intently to Beth, sitting with the uncomfortable feeling of not knowing where Beth’s mind was going and not having a plan already in place for how she should respond. But even as Sarah listened, she wasn’t quite sure she was following. She understood the fear—that was easy. She had been afraid, too, when the familiar feelings had resurfaced. It was the guilt that she was having a harder time understanding.

“Guilty?” Sarah asked, seeking clarification as she ran her thumb in soothing arcs across the back of Beth’s hand.

Beth sucked in a deep breath, holding it for a moment, exhaling through puffed-out cheeks. “Yeah,” she said, a sadness attaching itself to her words. “Did I put all of this in motion when I asked you for a divorce? If I had never done that, I would have never met Jamie. And if I had never met Jamie, our family would have never had to go through the grief of losing her. What was the point of all of this unnecessary trauma if you and I ended up back together?”

Sarah wanted to wrap Beth in her arms, pull her close, and tell her everything would be okay. She wanted to jump into the role of fixer and, one by one, go down the list of Beth’s perceived misdoings, providing the rationale and justification to turn each one into a moot point. But she held herself back. This wasn’t about fixing. It was about listening.

“That sounds like an awful lot of ifs,” Sarah said, carefully choosing her words to still leave space for Beth and the things she needed to feel. “But the tricky thing about living in the land of ifs is that you tend to lose sight of the facts.”

Beth smiled, tilting her head, looking up at her. “You’ve always loved your facts,” she said.

“They’ve never failed me. So let’s look at them together.” Sarah skimmed the tips of her fingers up and down the length of Beth’s arms as she thought. “Fact: The divorce was both of our faults. We weren’t happy; you just accepted it while I was still fighting it. You stopped us from hurting each other beyond repair by asking for the divorce, and we have the family we do today because of you, a fact that I’m incredibly grateful for.” She squeezed her arms gently.

Beth looked at her with assessing eyes. “You really mean that?” she whispered.

“I don’t say things I don’t mean,” Sarah answered with a playful grin. “Shall we continue? I have more facts.”

Beth let out a giggle, the sound of it reassuring. Humor had always been Sarah’s favorite tool for lightening a mood when things started to edge on the side of feeling too heavy, too serious.

“Fact: You loved Jamie, and she loved you.” Sarah let her words hang in the air between them, her hand resting on either side of Beth on the counter’s cool edge. “That doesn’t make it any less important because you’re standing here with me today. It’s still a part of you and a part of our family, and it still matters.” She bent slightly, leaning to place a quick kiss on the tip of Beth’s nose. “And another fact: Not everything that happens in life has a point or logical reasoning that makes sense. But if you want my perspective on ‘what was the point of all of this,’ I think it was growth.”

Beth sighed, leaning her forehead against Sarah’s shoulder as she muttered, “I dragged us all in one giant circle all the way back to where we started.”

Sarah pulled her closer, one arm circling Beth’s waist, the other making soothing motions with her fingertips across her shoulder blades. “No, you didn’t. At least not in a circle. More like a long, but necessary, walk. We walked some of it together and some of it apart, but we’ve always found each other along the way, and we’re completely different people than we were at the start of all of this.”

Beth pulled back, blue eyes shining up at her. “We’re definitely different. Look at us crushing this whole communication thing.” She smiled, pushing up on her tiptoes to press her lips to Sarah’s. “Thank you for listening and talking through this with me,” she whispered against Sarah’s lips, kissing her again.

Sarah closed her eyes, feeling the discomfort of the unknown leaving her body. See, that wasn’t so hard, she chastised herself. She had done it. She had listened, and most importantly, she had made Beth feel heard.

Somewhere beneath them in the house, the front door opened and slammed shut, causing both of them to jump. Beth quickly reached for her phone.

“Shit, it’s Lily. I have two missed calls from her,” Beth said, panic in her voice, already moving for the bathroom door as Lily’s muffled words came from the lower level.

“Mama? Did you get my text?”

Lily’s voice was getting closer as Beth quickly snapped the bathroom door shut behind her. Sarah’s heart was racing as she quietly moved closer to the door, listening carefully.

“Mama?” Lily’s voice was clearer now, and Sarah assumed she had just entered the bedroom.

“Lily, love, what are you doing here?”

The strain in Beth’s tone was audible, and Sarah couldn’t help but bury her head in her hands. Beth had never been good at lying, especially under pressure.

“Did you see my text? Dylan and I decided to do a yoga class at the lavender farm…” Her voice trailed off, and Sarah held her breath as she pressed her hands to the door, listening.

“I missed your text, love. I was in the shower,” Beth explained, her voice far too high and airy for the situation.

Another pause before Lily spoke again. “You’re being really weird right now.”

“No, I’m not.”

Sarah grimaced at Beth’s quick response, which did nothing for her argument.

“What’s going on?” Lily asked skeptically. Another pause. “Oh my god. Oh my god!” Embarrassment laced Lily’s words as she asked, “Do you have—is someone over here—you know, like, with you?”

Sarah pressed her hand to her mouth, holding back her laughter as she clearly imagined the look of shock that was likely painted across Lily’s face at the moment, made only funnier by the thought of how red Beth must be right now.

“Yes, Lily. I have someone over. Is that so hard to believe? You weren’t supposed to be here at all today. You were supposed to be at Dylan’s all weekend before going to your mom’s,” Beth said, surprisingly calmly for her, given the unexpected nature of this conversation.

“So no to yoga then?” There was a cockiness to Lily’s question that Sarah recognized because they shared it.

“No yoga today.”

Another pause before Lily’s voice came out, quieter this time. “I’m really happy for you, Mama,” preceded the sound of her footsteps retreating down the stairs.

A moment later, the sound of the front door opening and closing was followed by a car engine coming to life in the driveway.

The door to the bathroom opened, and Beth slid back into the room.

“Do you notice she’s really been testing that not being where she says she’s going to be boundary a lot more these days?” Sarah asked, biting back her smile at the look of panic mixed with horror still present on Beth’s face.

“Her timing has always been impeccable.” Beth grinned. “How do you think she’s going to take the news when I tell her that you’re the someone who was hiding in the bathroom?”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get there. But for now, I think we’ve earned the right to hang out in our bliss bubble a bit longer. What do you think?”

“Bliss bubble sounds pretty good right now,” Beth agreed.


SIXTEEN
LILY
APRIL


The weather was a tease this time of year, notorious for gracing the people of the PNW with one week of blissfully sunny weather when everyone seemed to prioritize standing outside for a few minutes to feel the sun on their skin, which was exactly what Lily was doing as she waited for Wren. She inhaled deeply, enjoying the way the air smelled alive as everything slowly came back to life following the winter reset.

Lily squinted, the sound of squeaking brakes pulling her attention. The bus rolled to a stop, Wren already waving excitedly behind the closed doors.

“Hiiii!” Wren exclaimed as Lily joined her on the crowded bus—standing room only, apparently. Luckily, they only had three more stops to go.

“Happy birthday!” Lily said excitedly.

“Thanks! The big two-one!” Wren grinned.

The bus jostled and lurched forward, nearly taking Lily with it as she lost her balance momentarily before Wren caught her, wrapping a protective arm around her that Lily sank into.

“If you wanted a hug, all you had to do was ask,” Wren teased.

“Shut it, superstar.” Lily playfully elbowed Wren, who only hugged her tighter.

Three stops later and a short walk down the block, the two of them stood in front of the familiar yellow building that was home to the Green Room—their new permanent breakfast fixture.

Lily grinned as she beat Wren to the door, holding it open for her with a showy gesture. “Birthday girls first.”

Wren shook her head, smiling as she passed through, but it was the way her cheeks glowed with that dewy pink color that made Lily melt. Wren liked to act all tough, like she didn’t need anything from anyone, but Lily knew she loved to be taken care of, even if those words would never leave her lips.

The terrarium-like interior greeted them as they stepped inside, Wren craning her neck to see what outfits the odd assortment of dolls adorning the light fixture were wearing this time. Lily slipped her hand into Wren’s, bypassing the counter and leading Wren back to the little table in the corner they had eaten at months ago—the table Lily had coordinated to have decorated ahead of their arrival.

“Surprise!” she said, squeezing Wren’s hand.

A confused look spread across Wren’s features as she processed the sight of the tablescape before them, rubbing a hand over her head. “How did you…?”

Dylan stepped out from the little hallway. “Surprise!” She beamed, clapping her hands.

Excitement replaced confusion on Wren’s face. “Dylan! Hey buddy!” she said, pulling Dylan into a one-armed hug before the three of them took their seats. Wren and Lily sat together on the booth side, Dylan opposite them.

“Dylan helped me get the table all set up,” Lily explained as one of the café workers appeared with the breakfast Lily had preordered: peanut butter and banana pancakes smothered in Nutella. “And of course everything had to be your favorite color.” She picked up one of the party hats, playfully placing it on Wren’s head with a slight snap of the rubber band. “Pink!”

Wren draped her arm across the back of the bench seat as she looked at the table. “This is amazing. Thank you. And Dyl! Bud, thanks. Breakfast with you two is exactly what I wanted for my birthday.”

Lily reached into her bag, pulling out a pack of pink glittery candles and placing them into the stack of pancakes. Dylan handed her a lighter, saying, “Jen said the candles were okay as long as we’re quick.”

Lily glanced up at the counter, where Jen, the owner of the Green Room, was smiling excitedly, giving her a big thumbs-up. Turns out she and her daughter were big Puget Sound Pride fans, and Lily may or may not have told them she would have Wren sign a few things in exchange for the birthday setup.

She lit the candles, nudging the plate toward Wren. The candlelight glow lit her features, excitement etched in her smile. Lily took a mental photo, tucking it away with the others of Wren she held on to.

“Today marks the first day of your next trip around the sun. Make a wish, superstar,” Lily said softly, watching the way Wren crinkled her nose before closing her eyes and blowing out the candles.

“Huzzah!” Dylan raised her mug of coffee in a cheer as the three of them divided up the gooey stack of pancakes before digging in.

Lily sat back, listening as Wren and Dylan debated the best Dungeons and Dragons strategies. Dylan had managed to get Wren hooked over her off-season, and it was now a favorite topic of discussion for the two of them. Lily had played along the one time they had tried to teach her the ins and outs of the game, but it had become apparent very quickly that it wasn’t really her thing. She took a sip of her green tea, grinning as Wren went into extreme detail about her battle strategies.

She chewed thoughtfully on her pancakes, mentally running through the rest of the day’s events ahead of them. She had spent weeks planning and coordinating the perfect birthday for Wren, filled with all of her favorite things—and this was just the start.

Breakfast had been the kickoff plan. A chance for her, Dylan, and Wren to catch up—something that had been easier when Lily had lived with Dylan the year before. Of course, there were presents, but the main event, the real surprise, was happening later tonight.

Lily had begrudgingly coordinated with Sydney a plan to get Wren to the venue for tonight’s official birthday surprise—a private karaoke room. Sydney was in charge of keeping Wren busy while she and Dylan set up at the karaoke bar with the plan to kick things off at nine. Keeping this secret from Wren for the last month had been so hard, and for once, Lily was grateful for busy schedules and a short catch-up period.

“Lily?”

Lily blinked as she glanced up, finding Dylan looking at her expectantly. “Sorry, spaced out there for a sec. What was that?”

“She was asking if you’ve got any more details about Beth’s new girlfriend.” Wren grinned, her hand skimming over Lily’s thigh under the table.

Oh, that. Dylan was the first person Lily had told after she had inadvertently interrupted her mama’s sleepover—if you could call it that. In her defense, her mama could have given her a heads-up text saying hey, I’ve got a girl here, maybe don’t pop over unannounced. But apparently that was too much to ask.

“No. I mean, she is definitely dating someone, but she won’t tell me who. She said it’s still new and that patience is a virtue I need to work on.” She rolled her eyes.

“I kept an eye out like you asked while I was working at the Grumpy Goat over my spring break, and the only person Beth came in with was Sarah. But that’s not new. They’ve been doing that yoga class every Tuesday since the beginning of the year. And I even asked Pat about it, but he told me to mind my own business.” Dylan laughed.

“Rude.” Lily giggled, reaching for the syrup, dousing the remains of her pancakes in the sticky amber liquid.

“You guys could be happy for her,” Wren said quietly. “Like, c’mon. I imagine it’s gotta be weird dating someone after your girlfriend dies.” A look of horror crossed Wren’s face as she realized the way her words had landed. So clean and so final. “I’m sorry—I mean, Jamie was awesome. We all love Jamie. But, like, it’s gotta be weird, right? I mean, if you died, Lily, I don’t think I would ever date again. I can’t imagine being with anyone but you.”

Lily blinked, looking at Wren with curiosity. She knew Wren loved her, knew how real their feelings were for each other, but if that were true, why was she suddenly feeling uneasy?

“Oh my god, you two are, like, sickeningly in love. It’s kind of gross.” Dylan mimicked dry heaving into her hands, Lily’s foot quickly finding her shin under the table.

“So sue me. I like being gross and in love.” Wren leaned forward, pressing her lips to Lily’s cheek where heat was rising rapidly. But that was Wren for you, a little aloof sometimes, but so goddamn full of heart.

The three of them continued speculating about her mama’s current dating life as they finished eating and moved on to opening presents. Dylan had gotten Wren a few small things mostly centered around their shared obsession with physical computing and board games. Lily slid a rectangular box towards Wren, the one she had meticulously wrapped that morning in homemade wrapping paper. She had spent last night covering the paper in little doodles, all of Wren’s favorite things: soccer balls, sunsets, tuxedo cats, the color pink, video games, asparagus, Mt. Rainer, seagulls, and rain.

Wren grinned, carefully peeling the tape back slowly in an effort to preserve Lily’s doodles. “These are so cool.” Bright green eyes met hers as Wren glowed beside her, that warmth spreading to Lily in a way she absolutely adored.

“It’s paper, you can rip it.” Lily brushed her off with a hand wave.

“Not a chance. I’m saving this.” Wren took her time removing the paper, carefully folding it and tucking it into her pocket before her eyes landed on the contents of the gift—a Barbie doll Lily had thrifted still in its original, albeit now slightly altered, packaging. Lily had spent hours giving it a makeover to make it look like a certain soccer superstar she happened to call her girlfriend. “Holy shit. Is this supposed to be me?”

Lily nodded as Dylan leaned in to get a closer look.

“This is so cool. Look at the little Pride jersey! And the hair! Lily, this is—this is so amazing.” Wren worked the doll free from the packaging, examining it closer. “You even got that weird birthmark on the back of my calf that looks like Canada.”

“She’s wearing a little trans lives matter pin!” Dylan pointed out.

Lily beamed, her excitement getting the better of her. “There’s something else. Read the back of the box.”

Wren reached for the box, skimming the text, her eyes widening. “No fucking way,” she said, her mouth caught between astonishment and delight.

“Yup. I talked to Jen, and you get to add your Barbie to the doll light.”

“Like right now?”

Lily nodded, enjoying the way Wren’s whole body vibrated with her excitement. She scooted over so Wren could stand to make her way to the counter. Lily and Dylan watched as Wren chatted with Jen for a moment, showing her the doll and pointing back to their table before gesturing to the light fixture. Wren’s grin only got wider as she circled the fixture, deciding on the perfect place to put the miniature Wren Parker clutched in her hands.

The smile on Wren’s face was still firmly in place as Lily paid their tab and they spilled out onto the sidewalk.

“Seriously, best birthday ever.” Wren beamed, her arm slung protectively around Lily’s shoulders as they walked with Dylan, heading in the direction of the bus stop.

The three of them parted ways, Wren hopping on a bus taking her back downtown so she could get to her afternoon training session, Lily and Dylan heading in the direction of Dylan’s apartment to run some errands ahead of the night’s secret festivities.

Everything was going according to plan until Lily received a text from Sydney right as everyone was beginning to arrive.

Sydney 8:03 PM


We might be a little late. Wren’s having fun.




Attached to Sydney’s message was a photo of Wren taking shots at a bar with some of her teammates, all of whom were supposed to be arriving soon for the surprise party.

Lily’s heart sank as she quickly tried to sort her wide array of feelings into their appropriate boxes and not blow the fuck up at Sydney right now. She had one job: Get Wren to the party on time. Her fingers flew across the screen as she fired off an admittedly passive-aggressive response.

Lily 8:05 PM


Wow, looks like SO much fun. But please try to hurry. The party is underway, and everyone is expecting Wren here at 8:30 like we talked about.




Sydney 8:06 PM


Chill, Lily. It’s her birthday. Let her have some fun for once. We’ll get there when we get there.




The audacity of Sydney Stone to tell her to chill. Was she being fucking for real? Lily wanted to scream, but instead she inhaled sharply through her nose as she sent Sydney back a thumbs up—the universal texting sign for fuck you.

“Everything okay?” Dylan asked, placing the last of the disposable cameras they had bought for the party on the table in front of her.

Lily took a moment to pull herself back together. This was okay. Everything was okay. So what if they were a little late? Wren was having fun, and that’s what mattered.

She plastered on her best fake smile. “Yup. Everything is great.”

People slowly began to trickle in as 8:30 approached.

Sydney 8:20 PM


Just getting in the rideshare. Be there in twenty.




Lily 8:21 PM


Text me when you’re outside so we can have everyone yell surprise.




Dylan glanced over Lily’s shoulder, quickly reading the text thread, Lily not stopping her. “God, Sydney’s the worst.”

“Your words, not mine,” Lily said, raising her eyebrows in annoyance. It was taking more and more effort for her not to badmouth the absolute shit out of Sydney, but she was still Wren’s best friend.

At 8:40, the door to the private party room opened and a line of Puget Sound Pride Players entered, Wren sandwiched in the middle of the group, grinning ear to ear.

So much for that text, Lily snapped in her head, quickly jumping to her feet to yell surprise, the rest of the room joining in.

“Surprise!” Wren slurred, catching sight of Lily. “Lily’s here. You were right, Syd. You said she’d be here and she’s here.”

Of course Wren was already drunk. This was not how Lily wanted any of this to go. She shot a glare at Sydney, who shrugged, moving further into the room towards the group of people crowded around the tablet controlling song selections.

“Lily and Dyly!” Wren giggled, draping an arm around each of them, her balance a little bit off. Dylan helped Lily lower Wren into a chair. “This is so cool. Dylan.” She pulled Dylan closer as she whispered, “Did you know? Did you know that Sydney planned this party?”

That sentence made Lily’s ears perk up. Dylan caught her eye. “Uh, I don’t think you have that right, Wren. Lily planned all this for you. It’s your surprise party.”

Wren smiled dopily, looking around the room, only half listening. “No, I’m pretty sure she said she planned it. Hey,” she said abruptly, catching sight of the neon yellow wrist bands Lily and Dylan had tied around their wrists. “I want one of those.” Wren’s fingers hooked into the band Lily was wearing.

“Those are just for the kids, Wrenny, you know, because they’re still under twenty-one,” Sydney said coolly, reappearing. “So it looks like only Lily and…” She turned to Dylan, eyeing her up and down.

Heat flared in Lily’s chest as she bit back the response sitting on the tip of her tongue. She was ready to tell Sydney she could take her thoughts and opinions and shove them so far up her own ass and⁠—

But Dylan beat her to it. “My name is Dylan. And it’s honestly pretty rude of you not to remember, considering we’ve met like six times at this point. But then again, it must be so hard to focus on such trivial things when your ego chokes out all the air in a room.”

Lily stared at Dylan in disbelief. Her quiet best friend was never one to step into conflict willingly.

“Dyl, bud, you don’t have to be mean. She’s just, you know, not good with names.”

Dylan turned to Wren, shoving her hands in the pockets of her jeans. “You really buy that, Wren? You have a brain. It would be cool if you started using it.”

Dylan looked at Lily, blue eyes filled with an intensity Lily had never seen before. She turned on her heel and left, brown ponytail whipping behind her, and for a second, Lily wasn’t sure what to do. Go after Dylan or stay here. Wren’s attention was already pulled back towards the group as the opening notes of the song one of the other players selected began to play.

Lily rushed down the dark hallway separating the private karaoke rooms from the main stage area, catching sight of Dylan as she pushed her way through the door leading out onto the street. She picked up her pace, spilling out onto the street moments later.

“Dylan,” she called after her. “Dyl, hey, wait a second.”

Dylan stopped on the sidewalk, hands shoved into her pockets, waiting for Lily to catch up to her. “I’m sorry, Lils, I couldn’t not say anything⁠—”

Lily threw her arms around Dylan, squeezing her tightly. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Dylan hugged her back. “I know you love her, but damn, Wren can be the worst sometimes, and don’t get me started on Sydney. I hate watching someone as awesome as you get treated the way they treat you sometimes.”

Lily felt the overwhelming need to defend Wren surge in her chest, words already lined up and ready to go, but Dylan beat her to it. “I’m sorry, that was probably a little harsh. I hate seeing them disrespect you and watching you not stick up for yourself.”

A quiet hung between them, filled by the city’s ambient sounds. “Dyl, I—” she started, trying to explain, but Dylan just put her hands up.

“You don’t need to explain anything to me. I had to tell you where I was at and I’m sorry if that upset you or made things weird. Do you want me to come back inside with you?”

Lily checked her phone. It was 9:45, and her reservation for the karaoke room was almost up. “I can handle it. And you don’t need to apologize for anything. Go, I know you have an early lab in the morning, and you’ve already done so much to help me today.”

More silence followed before Dylan asked, “Are you still going back to Wren’s after this?”

Lily looked at her best friend, not entirely sure how to answer her. “I don’t know. I think I’ll probably head home after I get her home. But I’m not sure yet.”

Dylan nodded. “Call if you need me, okay?”

Lily nodded, throwing her arms around Dylan again before the pair parted ways.

Back inside, the party was still in full swing. The room smelled of stale beer; a handful of empty pitchers and pint glasses littered the tables alongside the disposable cameras no one had seemed to notice.

Lily slid into a seat at an empty table, watching Wren clumsily belt out the words to “Call Me Maybe” with the Pride’s keeper, Julie Jacobson. Wren swayed to the music, her eyes unfocused.

“Great news,” Sydney said, sliding into the seat next to her. “I was able to extend the reservation for the room. What self-respecting twenty-first birthday ends at ten?” She laughed coolly.

“Whatever,” Lily grumbled. It took every ounce of self-control not to let the rage coursing through her spill over.

Sydney reached for the pitcher of beer on the table in front of them, pouring herself a glass. “I’ve got to hand it to you, Gallagher, you do know Wren pretty well. This is the perfect party for her. She’s having so much fun, and that’s exactly what we want for our Wrenny.”

Lily inhaled sharply. Yeah, that lid she’d been keeping on her rage? It was gone. “And what is that supposed to mean, Stone?” she said, anger seeping into her words. “You keep making these backhanded comments about Wren having fun like I’m some kind of succubus that just takes and takes and takes from her. But I’m her girlfriend, not you. I know her better than anyone else on this planet.”

Sydney’s laugh was cold. “Hate to be the one to break this to you, but you’re kind of a downer. Like, this year has been huge for Wren and all you’ve done is make it about you, your injury, and your career. She deserves better than that.”

“Oh, and you think you can give her better?” There was a bite to Lily’s voice that she didn’t recognize; she had never heard that from herself before. “Do you, like, have a crush on her or something? Because last time I checked, you’re straight, and she’s my girlfriend.”

Wren stumbled towards them at that moment, plopping herself down in the seat next to Lily, her messy grin firmly in place. “My two favorite people,” she exclaimed, arm looping around Lily, words still slurring. “My best friend,” she said, green eyes locking with her gaze. Then, without moving her arm, she turned her head to Sydney. “And my girlfriend.”

All the air in Lily’s lungs evaporated, replaced by an overwhelming hurt. What the fuck was Wren talking about? She was just drunk…right?

The silence that followed was the loudest Lily had ever experienced, interrupted only by the bass of a popular song she now suddenly hated.

Sydney didn’t look away or say anything, but a slow, cruel smirk pulled at the corner of her mouth. They both knew Wren hadn’t meant the girlfriend comment, but they both knew exactly how much it was killing Lily.

Lily felt Wren’s arm heavy around her shoulders, a physical weight she wanted to get out from underneath. She looked at Wren, searching glassy green eyes for some kind of glimmer of “just kidding,” but Wren wasn’t saying anything.

“Wren.” Lily’s voice was a whisper as she spoke. “What did you just say?”

Wren giggled, a sound that usually filled Lily with overwhelming happiness, but now felt like ice in her veins. She leaned onto Lily, oblivious to how this whole interaction was making her feel. “I said… I love you guys. I’m s’lucky to have you both.”

Lily shot a glance at Sydney, whose smirk only widened as she took a slow sip of her beer, watching Lily over the rim of the glass with eyes that said I told you so.

The metaphorical lid that had been blown off her anger a few minutes ago? That wasn’t just gone; the whole container had disintegrated. The hurt was cold and sharp as white-hot rage turned into the realization that she couldn’t stay here anymore.

She reached up, firmly unhooking Wren’s arm from around her as she stood.

“Where are you going?” Wren whined, her head lolling back.

“We,” Lily said firmly, pulling Wren by the hand, “are leaving.” Her voice was flat, devoid of the heat that flared in her chest moments ago. She really needed to be anywhere but here right now.

“Oh come on, Gallagher,” Sydney droned, her voice dripping with mock sympathy. “The party is just getting started. Don’t be a downer and ruin her night.”

Lily didn’t even look at Sydney. She couldn’t. Not right now. Not when she knew that if she looked at Sydney, she couldn’t be held responsible for the high likelihood that her fist would make contact with her face. She pulled Wren’s hand again. “Wren. Stand up. We’re leaving. Now,” she urged.

“But—” Wren stumbled as Lily hauled her to her feet, tripping slightly—coordination completely shot, thanks in part to the alcohol. “Lily, wait, you’re squeezing too hard.”

Lily immediately loosened her grip, but she didn’t let go. She simply looked at Wren, the girl she loved with her whole heart, but unsure if Wren still felt the same way about her.

Wren blinked, looking intently at Lily’s face—really looking at her for the first time all evening—and something finally seemed to pierce through the blurred haze of the alcohol for a split second. “Lils.” Her voice was soft as she brought a gentle hand to cup her cheek that Lily wanted so badly to lean into. “Why are you…why are you crying?”

“I’m not.” Lily sniffed, wiping away a stray tear with her free hand before turning on her heel, pulling Wren towards the exit. “Let’s go.”

Out on the street, Lily fumbled with her phone, trying to call a car to take them back to the ferry. They were supposed to go back to Wren’s apartment after this, but Lily couldn’t think of anywhere else she wanted to be less at this moment. The cool spring air wrapped around them as she pulled Wren down the sidewalk, trying to put as much distance between them and Sydney as possible.

“L-lil, stop, wait.” Wren stumbled, her worn Converse sneakers scruffing against the concrete sidewalk. She yanked her hand back, and this time Lily let her go, rolling her eyes at the way Wren swayed, her gaze glassy and unfocused as she leaned against a parking meter. “Why are you being like this? It’s my birthday. Everyone was having fun. Syd did⁠—”

“Oh my god, stop talking about Sydney!” Lily hated the way her voice cracked, betraying her in a time like this. Hated how childish it made her sound. “She spent the whole night taking credit for everything I did. Spent the whole night taking dig after dig at me, acting like I’m some kind of anchor dragging you down, and then you stood there and called her your girlfriend.”

A dizzy giggle left Wren, her hand waving dismissively in a way that only pissed Lily off more. “It was an accident, Lils. Look at me.” She used both hands to motion to her current state. “I’m kind of trashed and having fun. I didn’t mean it. Don’t be so dramatic.” She reached a hand into her coat pocket, pulling out a miniature bottle of vodka with a bow tied around the neck.

Lily watched in disbelief as Wren started to unscrew the cap of the tiny bottle in her hands. The sight of it snapped the last bit of rational thought Lily still had. Before Wren even had a chance to bring the bottle to her lips, Lily lunged forward, smacking the bottle from her hands. It flew out of her reach, hitting the pavement with a sharp clink as the cheap glass shattered, liquid slipping out across the cracks of the sidewalk.

“What the fuck!” Wren yelled, her face twisting with drunken anger. “That was a birthday gift.”

“Don’t you think you’ve had enough? You literally just told me how trashed you are.” Lily crossed her arms, but Wren wasn’t listening as she reached back into her pocket, producing another tiny bottle with a defiant glint in her eyes. “Wren, stop!” Lily begged, half blinded by the tears that were freely falling now.

Wren’s grasp on the tiny bottle slipped, the two of them watching as it fell from her hands to the ground, shattering next to the first. “Shoot,” Wren grumbled, attempting to bend down, but instead swaying on the spot.

“Don’t! You’re going to hurt yourself.” Lily huffed in exasperation. The last thing she needed was for Wren to cut herself on one of the jagged pieces of glass. “Can you stand over there for a second?” She motioned to a parking paystation a few feet away.

Wren took a step to the side as Lily made to bend over to pick up the shards of glass on the ground, not wanting to leave them where someone could get hurt. But as she reached, her foot caught on a piece of uneven sidewalk, taking her balance with her.

A sudden whoosh of air blew in her ears as she fell, holding out her palms to break her fall, slamming into the remains of the broken bottle on the ground.

Pain, sharp and sudden and searing, exploded in her hand. She gasped, pulling back to see a gash along her palm, blood already beginning to seep from the wound.

“Lily!?” Wren took an uneasy step, reaching an arm out towards her, but stopping mid-movement, swaying, steadying herself against the pay station a few feet away from where Lily still crouched, cradling her hand.

“Everything okay here?” came a low, authoritative voice.

Lily glanced up, her stomach dropping. No, no, no. A female police officer was approaching them from a parked police cruiser. She took in the scene before her in three short seconds: the shattered glass, the smell of alcohol, Lily crying on the ground, and Wren looking green and moments away from throwing up.

“She’s fine. We’re fine,” Wren started, her words clumsily tumbling over each other. “She tripped on the sidewalk—an accident—it’s my birthday—we’re celebrating⁠—”

“Wren. Stop talking,” Lily grumbled, getting to her feet, still clutching her hand.

“Girls, I’m going to need you to take a step away from each other,” the officer said, her hand resting on her belt. She looked at Lily’s hand. “That’s a deep cut. I’m going to need both of you to come with me. We’re going to the precinct to get this sorted out.”

The officer turned, talking quickly into the walkie-talkie positioned on her shoulder. In the snippets Lily caught she heard the words additional units, public drunkenness, and other things that made her stomach twist.

“No, no, we can’t go. I have training tomorrow—” Wren’s voice was high-pitched and only getting higher.

Lily could feel Wren’s panic rising as she realized the severity of the situation they’d found themselves in and its potential implications. She elbowed Wren hard, urging her to, for once, be quiet and contain her need to ramble nervously.

“Wren, shut up!” she said frantically, the pain in her hand finally getting the best of her. “Don’t say anything else until my mom gets here. Understood?” She looked intently at Wren, silently urging her not to speak until they could fix this.

The officer moved Wren to the other side of the cruiser as a second car pulled up and another officer stepped out to join them.

“What’s going to happen to her?” Lily asked shakily.

The officer looked at her, then glanced over his shoulder to where Wren and the original officer were talking. God. Why wouldn’t Wren stop talking?

“I’m not sure. Give me a second and I’ll find out.”

Lily stood rooted to the spot still clutching at her hand, blood dripping from the open wound. The second officer reappeared, this time wearing blue rubber gloves and holding a first-aid kit. “Let’s get you cleaned up, and then we’re going to take you and your friend to the precinct.”

“Am I in trouble?” Lily asked tentatively, holding her hand out to the officer, wincing as he dabbed at it with a clean piece of gauze.

“You’re not, but your friend is most likely getting booked for disorderly conduct and creating a glass hazard that injured someone. Once we’re at the precinct, you’ll get the chance to make a statement and press any charges⁠—”

Her heart pounded in her chest at that word. “Charges? What charges? I don’t want to press any charges. Nothing happened, I tripped on the sidewalk,” she said quickly.

“We’ll talk about it more once we get downtown. Is there anyone you want to call?”

Lily nodded slowly, thinking as she pulled out her phone, pressing her mom’s name. It rang twice before she answered.

“Hey sweetie, how’s Wren’s birthday⁠—”

Lily cut her off, speaking quickly. “Mom—Mommy, I’m in trouble—Wren’s in trouble—we’re in trouble.” She winced as the officer wrapped her hand.

Her mom’s tone shifted in an instant. “Lily, what’s wrong? What happened?”

“We’re getting taken to the police station downtown. Wren’s in trouble. I told her to stay quiet until you get there, but she doesn’t listen, and I’m scared.”

“Okay. I’m on my way, Lily. Don’t say anything or sign anything until I get there. It’s going to be okay, baby.” Her mom’s voice was soothing, exactly what she needed to hear right then as she gulped down air, trying not to panic more than she already was. How had the night gone so wrong?


SEVENTEEN
BETH
APRIL


Beth set down her paintbrush and sat back, reviewing her work in progress. Dim lighting filled the small studio space tucked inside the Emerald City Art Gallery. A glance at her watch told her she had been working for the last five hours without taking a break. God bless that hyperfixation.

She had worked in the gallery studio a handful of times since getting over her painter’s block, but still, she found herself avoiding it. It reminded her too much of Jamie—it was, after all, where they had met. The rush of memories that came flooding back the first time she set foot in her office again had caught her unprepared, but each time since then, it had gotten easier to keep moving forward.

Her plan for the afternoon had been to swing by and drop off a coffee for Sean while running errands in the neighborhood. But that stop had turned into a conversation, which turned into him asking her to grab a few things from her office, which had turned into her getting sucked into a painting she had left unfinished the year before. Beth really should have seen it coming; Sean had the uncanny ability of getting her to do exactly what he wanted, but in a way that made it feel like it was her idea all along.

Beth’s phone vibrated where it sat on the edge of the easel. She smirked, looking down at the screen, where she saw a text from Sean.

Sean 10:15 PM


Still at the gallery? Must be feeling pretty inspired.




Beth 10:16 PM


Are you spying on me via the security cameras? I feel like you set this up. You’re always up to something. But yes. Still here, leaving soon. Don’t worry. I’ll lock up.




Sean 10:17 PM


Not spying, just happy to see you back in your element and of course making me money ;p




Beth rolled her eyes, reaching for the dirty paint brushes she had used over the course of the evening, fully intending to take them to the utility closet to clean up, until she got distracted by her phone ringing. She answered it, preparing herself for more of Sean’s teasing.

“Don’t worry, your gallery is in good hands. I know how to set the security—” She was cut off by Sarah’s voice.

Sarah’s words were clear and quick as she spoke briskly in that no-nonsense, problem-solver way that came so naturally to her. “Beth, it’s me. Lily and Wren are in trouble and are being transported to the East Precinct on Capitol Hill. I called Nell, and we’re on our way.”

Police station? Lily? Nell? Her mind was spinning as she tried to catch up. “Sar, what are you talking about? What’s going on?”

“I’m not entirely sure. Lily called me five minutes ago, saying Wren is in trouble. I told her not to say anything or sign anything until I get there.”

Beth’s pulse quickened, her brain working overtime trying to wrap her mind around what Sarah was saying. Lily wasn’t the type of kid who got in trouble—at least not this kind of trouble. She had so many questions, but the one her brain asked first wasn’t one she intended to say out loud. “You called Nell before you called me?”

“What?”

Beth’s words were colder than she wanted them to be, but her tone was an honest reflection of how she was feeling, which was hurt. “Nell. You called her before you called me about something concerning our daughter.”

Beth knew Sarah well enough to recognize her annoyance. “Really? Right now? This is what you want to talk about right now? I just told you our daughter is on her way to a police station, and you want to talk about why I called Nell?”

Beth’s stomach clenched with the realization that Sarah might have a point. She took a steadying breath before responding. “You said the girls are on their way to the Capitol Hill police station? I can be there in ten minutes. I’m at the gallery.”

A quiet filled the space on the line between them for a moment before Sarah spoke again. “I called Nell for Wren. She’s in town, and she knows the ins and outs of the league’s policies. I’m trying to make sure Wren has people in her corner while we figure out what’s going on.”

Well, now Beth felt like an ass. That made sense to her, and it was so like Sarah to think of all the different ways to take care of both Lily and Wren in this situation. At the same time, Beth had immediately jumped to jealousy before even considering that Sarah might already have a plan she was working out.

“How far away are you?” she asked, flicking off the lights and grabbing her coat.

“Fifteen minutes.”

“Okay. I’ll meet you at the station.” Beth paused, wanting to be the parent who knew the next step here, but this was outside her area of expertise. “If I get there before you, what do I need to have Lily do?” She tried to hide the note of defeat in her voice.

“I won’t know until I get there. Make sure she doesn’t say anything or sign anything. Assume that anything you say inside the station is being recorded.”

“Got it. See you soon. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Beth slid her phone back into her pocket, typed the code into the security system, then slipped out onto the darkened street, heading toward the police station.

Ten minutes later, she pushed through the imposing industrial blue doors of the East Precinct. Her sneakers squeaked from the damp sidewalks as she moved across the lobby floor towards the front desk where an officer was on the phone, talking in a hushed tone.

A moment later, the officer looked up at her as she hung up the phone. “Hi. What can I do for you?”

“Hi, yes, my daughter was brought in—or maybe is on the way here—I’m not completely sure,” Beth said quickly. Trying her best to channel Sarah’s easy confidence that she would no doubt handle this interaction with.

“Name.”

“Lily Gallagher.”

After a few clicks and taps on the keyboard, the officer spoke. “Looks like she was brought in with Wren Parker. Lily sustained a cut to her hand and has been patched up. She’s with an officer, awaiting a written statement. Parker is currently riding things out in our drunk tank.”

The whir of traffic filled the lobby as the doors opened, accompanied by the sound of expensive heels clicking across the tile floor. Beth turned and looked over her shoulder, catching sight of Sarah, flanked by Nell and Nate, moving towards them.

“Where’s Lily?” Sarah asked immediately, placing a hand on the small of Beth’s back.

Beth glanced at Nell and Nate before her eyes landed on Sarah. “I was just getting that information.”

Sarah, never one to waste time, turned towards the officer behind the desk, who was waiting patiently for them. “Hi. Sarah Gallagher. Lily Gallagher is my daughter. Is she being charged with anything?”

“I was telling your wife”—neither Beth nor Sarah bothered with correcting the assumption—“your daughter and Wren Parker were picked up outside of Singergy Karaoke after officers approached out of concern. Your daughter had a laceration on the palm of her right hand, which we patched up. Parker exhibited obvious signs of gross intoxication. We’re waiting on a written statement and your arrival. Parker is being charged with disorderly conduct and creating hazardous conditions that resulted in an injury. She is currently in a holding cell and is refusing to say anything until”—the officer squinted closely at the computer screen—“until Sarah arrives. I’m assuming that’s one of you?”

Sarah nodded in confirmation. “Okay. Thank you. One moment.” She turned away from the desk toward the three of them, all waiting for instruction on what to do next. Beth watched as Sarah and Nell communicated without exchanging words in a way that made her stomach clench—a reminder of how close the two really were.

“Beth and I…”

Nell nodded before Sarah even finished her sentence, reaching out to give Sarah’s arm a reassuring squeeze, making Beth feel like she should have thought to do that before this moment. “Nate and I will take Wren.” Nell glanced at Beth, quickly withdrawing her hand, taking a half-step away from Sarah.

“You two can follow me this way.” The officer gestured toward Beth and Sarah as a buzzer rang, unlocking the door, and the two of them moved forward together. “Someone will be out to bring the two of you to see Parker in a few minutes,” the officer called back to Nate and Nell.

Their footsteps echoed down the empty hallway as they followed the officer past the line of plain white doors lining the pale blue painted walls, and Beth felt the reverberation of each step as she moved.

The officer pushed through a heavy door marked with a thick, black number eight to reveal Lily, seated in a windowless interrogation room, perched on a hard plastic chair. She looked up at the movement, Beth immediately taking in her red-rimmed eyes and tear-streaked cheeks.

Lily’s scared voice reached them first. “Mama, Mommy.” She jumped to her feet, sounding so much like the little girl she still was.

Beth reached her first, operating purely on blurred maternal instinct, wrapping her arms around Lily and running a soothing hand over the back of her head. “It’s okay, love. We’re here. Mom and I are here.”

“I didn’t—it was—” Lily hiccuped as she attempted to explain.

“Lily, sweetheart, please don’t say anything just yet,” Sarah said sternly, the three of them taking seats at the table as the officer sat opposite them.

Beth kept her arm around Lily, holding her close as the officer spoke.

“We’re going to need Lily to fill this out for us. It’s a witness statement, her version of what happened, so we have all the facts to issue the citation to Miss Parker.” The officer handed Lily a clipboard.

Lily reached for the pen sitting on the table with her uninjured hand. Still, before she could even pull the clipboard towards herself, Sarah beat her to it. She slid the form in front of her, eyes playing over the fine print like a woman used to operating in environments where triple-checking the details was a necessity.

Silence filled the room as Sarah’s eyes flicked back and forth across the page, assessing and measuring each word. But when Beth glanced at the officer, that’s when she saw it, the subtle slip of the polite mask at Sarah’s challenge.

“I think you have the wrong form,” Sarah said, her tone sharp and pointed. “This is for a domestic incident, and from my understanding, this is a simple slip and fall on city property, which is the only thing Lily is able—or willing— to provide a statement on.”

Sarah slid the clipboard back across the table, eyes focused on the officer as Lily leaned against Beth’s shoulder. How had she even caught that? Beth had, of course, glanced at the form, but had been too preoccupied with counting each of Lily’s heartbeats as she tried to give her daughter some sense of calm in this mess.

The officer smiled politely. “Of course, an oversight on our end.” She flipped through a stack of papers on the table, pulling out a fresh form that Sarah glanced over before nodding and sliding it to Lily. “We’ll need you”—the officer looked to Lily—“to fill this out with your version of what happened tonight. Once that is signed, you’re free to go.”

Lily sat up straight in her chair, holding the pen clumsily in her gauze-wrapped hand as she began to write down the evening’s events, and when she was done, she handed the form back to Sarah to look over.

“You’ll find here my daughter’s statement confirming exactly what happened. A glass was dropped. She bent down to pick up the broken pieces, not wanting anyone to get hurt. She tripped on an uneven piece of city property and cut her hand. Clean and simple.” Sarah slid the form back to the officer and stood. “Is she free to go now?”

The officer nodded, and the three of them stood. Sarah ushered them out the door and back down the hall, Beth with her arm still tightly around Lily.

“Mom, I—what’s going to happen to Wren?”

“She’ll likely get a citation and a court date. Nell and Nate are figuring that out now,” Sarah answered matter-of-factly as an officer buzzed them back through the door into the lobby, where Nell and Nate were seated on a pair of chairs off in a corner.

“Where’s Wren?” Sarah asked.

“Still being processed, we haven’t been back to see her yet,” Nell answered simply. She and Sarah shared another look, one that said so much without a single word.

“Can I go?” Lily asked quietly. “I’m going to spend the night at Dylan’s.”

They all turned, looking at Lily, but Beth spoke first. “Lils, love, I think we should get you to the ER to get your hand looked at.”

“It’s fine, really. The cut wasn’t that deep,” Lily said, holding up her gauze-wrapped hand. “I’m tired, and I want to go to sleep, and I definitely don’t want to see Wren tonight.”

Beth studied her, looking for whatever else may be hiding beneath Lily’s words, but all she saw was her daughter’s exhaustion resting heavily on her shoulders.

“Really, I’m fine.” She smiled weakly.

Beth looked to Sarah, who tilted her head, indicating that she was free to make the call if she wanted to. “Okay, love.” She checked the time; it was a little past 11:30. “Yeah, I’ll take you over there.” She brought her hand up, tucking a long blond wave behind Lily’s ear as she continued to search the mirror of her own eyes looking back at her.

Lily’s face softened as she wrapped her arms around Beth in a hug, hanging on for a little longer than usual before pulling away. Lily chewed her bottom lip in thought, then said, “Whatever ends up happening to Wren, can you just make sure she’s okay? Please? She’s not a bad person—she just—” Lily’s voice dropped off, leaving her attempt to explain hanging in the air between the five of them.

Sarah’s voice was calm as she spoke, because she was Sarah, and if there was one thing Beth could always count on, it was her ability to approach nearly everything with a calm, rational mind. “We’ll take care of her, sweetie,” Sarah said, pulling Lily into a hug and placing a kiss on her temple.

Their eyes connected over the top of their daughter’s head, and Beth couldn’t help but appreciate Sarah for everything she was and had always been—the rock of their family.

“Thanks for coming when I called,” Lily said, pulling back, wiping her eyes.

“Always. You call, I’m there,” Sarah reassured Lily, who nodded, turning to face Beth.

“Okay, I’m—can we go? I don’t want to be here anymore.”

“Of course, love.” Beth placed a hand at the small of Lily’s back, looking at Sarah, Nell, and Nate. “I’ll drop her off and come back here. Text me if anything changes?”

Sarah nodded as Nate leaned forward, whispering something into Nell’s ear, showing her something on his phone screen. Nell gave a curt nod, her dark hair moving in one fluid sheet, and Beth wondered what it was that the two of them were coordinating.

She and Lily stepped out onto the street, a light rain sprinkling down as they each drew up the hoods of their coats, making their way towards the light rail station that would take them to the university where Dylan lived.

The train was nearly empty this time of night, bright fluorescent lights humming overhead with a faint buzz that made Lily’s already fair skin look even paler. She looked exhausted, and given everything she had been through that evening, she probably was.

A faint four-note tone rang through the train’s speakers as the doors closed behind them. Beth and Lily slid into seats covered in a wavy blue pattern that was somehow both modern and looking straight out of the eighties. Lily closed her eyes, leaning her head against the cool glass window, her bandaged hand cradled in her lap as the train began to move. They had only one stop until the university.

Beth watched Lily from the corner of her eye, picking up on the invisible ‘Do not Disturb’ sign Lily had put on the moment they left the precinct, but choosing to speak anyway.

“Lils,” she started, her voice barely louder than the rattling of the jostling train car. “Is everything okay with you and Wren?”

Lily didn’t even open her eyes. “I don’t wanna talk about it. Not tonight.”

“I know you’re tired, love, but… I hate that you feel like you couldn’t talk to your mom and me about whatever’s going on, especially with everything you’ve been through in the last few years.” She reached out with a tentative hand, taking Lily’s in hers. “I have to ask, though.” Beth swallowed hard past the lump in her throat. “Was what you said happened tonight—what you put down as your statement—the truth? Or did something else happen?”

Her question was quiet, but no less serious. She chewed on her bottom lip, waiting for Lily’s response.

Lily finally opened her eyes. “It was the truth.” Her voice was small and defeated, so far from the fiery confidence she usually carried. “The only thing Wren did wrong tonight was drink too much when I just wanted her to show up and have fun. She loves karaoke, but she makes these decisions and I have no idea where they come from, you know? Like shaving her head, and the last-minute trip to Mexico for Christmas. I don’t feel like I can follow her decision-making sometimes.”

Beth listened as Lily emptied her worries onto her, quietly running her thumb over the back of her hand in small, soothing circles as she continued.

“She’s had such an unfair start to life, you know, with her family being absolutely terrible. She tries to pretend like it doesn’t bother her, but I know it does. I just don’t want to see her do anything dumb.”

The mechanical voice sounded through the train car as they slowed to a stop, arriving at the U-District station. The two of them rose to their feet, exited the train, and made their way in the direction of Dylan’s apartment in silence. The rain had turned the pavement into a mirrored surface reflecting the array of neon lights glowing from the shop fronts lining the street.

They stopped outside the towering brick building, Lily pulling out her phone. “I’m good from here.” She went quiet, chewing on her bottom lip, as Beth pulled out her phone to call a car to take her back to the police precinct. “Can I ask you something?”

“You can ask me anything.” Beth tilted her head, studying her daughter.

“What am I supposed to do about Wren? How do we move forward from here? I love her so, so, so much, but I—” Lily’s voice cracked as tears filled her eyes. “I don’t know what to do.”

Beth shoved her phone back into her pocket, the car she called on its way, and stepped closer to Lily, her heart aching at the sight of her child so clearly torn.

She took a shaky breath before answering. “Oh, Lils. I know that kind of love. It’s that big kind of love that feels like it’s woven into your DNA. It makes you feel alive, like you can do anything. It’s the best, most addictive feeling in the world. But it also lies to you. It tells you that if you try hard enough, if you reach out and catch them, that eventually they’ll find their footing even if it’s hurting you.” She looked up at the brick building, then back at her daughter, reaching out and taking Lily’s injured hand in hers. “Only you can decide how you move forward. Right now, Wren, whether she knows it yet or not, is in the middle of a storm, and she’s pulling you down with her. Moving forward doesn’t mean you stop loving her. But it does mean you have to decide if it’s time you stop being her safety net, because as long as you’re there catching her, she’s never going to realize how hard the ground actually is.”

Tears were falling freely from Lily’s eyes now, steady and silent as she listened. Beth wanted to be able to tell her exactly how to fix this, exactly how to make all of this better, but she knew better than anyone the heartbreak of loving someone so much that it physically hurt.

“Love is such an amazing thing, sweetie, but sometimes it’s the people we love the hardest who hurt us the most, and there comes a time when you need to decide to choose yourself so you can start moving forward. Love yourself enough to choose you and know that one day there may be a version of you and Wren where things work, where you’re both standing on your own two feet. Not the version of the two of you where you’re carrying her until it breaks you.”

Beth kissed Lily’s forehead as a car pulled up to the curb, waiting to take her back downtown. Lily wiped her eyes with her sleeve, looking away as she spoke. “Do you promise that choosing me won’t ruin what Wren and I have?

“There aren’t any guarantees, love, but what I can promise you is that you will never regret choosing yourself. I know that better than anyone.”

Lily nodded, taking a deep, shaky breath. “Thanks for the advice, and for…everything. I’ll be home tomorrow evening, okay?”

They hugged one more time before Beth got into the backseat of the car, watching through the rain-streaked window as Lily slipped inside the lobby of Dylan’s building as the car pulled away.

[image: ]


Later that night, after Beth had met back up with Sarah and the others, after Wren had been released into Nell and Nate’s custody, and after a quiet drive home, Beth slid under the fluffy covers of Sarah’s king-sized bed. The subtle sound of water lapping at the rocky shore in the distance rhythmically kept time as she shifted against the cool sheets to roll onto her side and face Sarah. In the dim light filtering through sheer curtains, Sarah’s silhouette was taut, filled with the evening’s tension. Eyes open, fixed on a point on the ceiling…but she wasn’t saying anything.

A moment later, she rolled over, mirroring Beth as she scooted closer until they were inches apart, breath mingling in the quiet.

“I know that look,” Beth whispered, voice low and gravely from the long night as she draped a hand over Sarah’s waist, gently tracing her fingers up her side. “You’re thinking ten steps ahead right now, aren’t you? What’s the plan for Wren?”

A sigh escaped Sarah’s lips, stretched-out and weary and filled with a sadness that seemed to deflate her. In the nearly thirty years they had known each other, Beth had never seen Sarah deflated.

“How did you know I had a plan?”

“You’re Sarah Gallagher.” Beth leaned in, capturing Sarah’s lips with hers, kissing her softly. “You always have a plan.”

Sarah smiled weakly. “Nell was able to secure Wren a spot in a private rehab facility in the Hamptons that is discreet and used to dealing with professional athletes.”

Beth blinked, stunned. “The Hamptons? Sar, that’s…that’s on the other side of the country. You can’t—she can’t⁠—”

“It has to be,” Sarah said, that matter-of-fact tone slipping back into her words. “There is an extremely small window here to change the narrative in Wren’s favor, which Nell will explain to her tomorrow when she’s sobered up. Proactivity is key. It will be hard to keep the news of her arrest under wraps and by getting her into rehab, we can shape the language around what happened so she has a chance to return to play and build a career once all of this is behind her. That is, of course, if Wren agrees. She’s an adult. We can’t force her to do anything. But if she says yes, we can take care of this before it gets too big.” She took a deep breath in, eyes full of sadness.

“What about Lily?” Beth asked.

Her question hung in the quiet space between them. Sarah’s hazel eyes flitted back and forth, searching hers.

“That’s going to be a separate conversation I’ll have with her tomorrow.”

Beth lay there, momentarily stunned, running through everything Sarah had revealed. The plan was masterful—end-to-end damage control orchestrated in the span of a few hours by three people and a few well-placed phone calls. It was almost terrifying how genius it was.

“You, Nell, and Nate,” Beth said, cupping Sarah’s cheek in her hand. “You three really are a well-oiled machine, aren’t you?”

Sarah reached for her, threading their fingers together. “I know you’re mad I didn’t call you first. But we had to move quickly. We had to get ahead of things to help Wren. We needed a plan, a solution ready to take control of the narrative before it swallowed her.” Her voice stuttered as tears welled at the corners of her eyes. “She has no one in her corner, Beth.”

“She has you.” Beth’s voice was quiet as she said it.

Sarah nodded, tears now freely falling. Beth scooted closer, her body pressing up against Sarah’s, wrapping her arms around her, holding her shaking frame as Sarah cried into her shoulder. She whispered reassurances in her ear as Sarah broke.

“I feel dirty for what I did, for swooping in like that, but I can’t help it. I’m the family fixer.” She sniffed into Beth’s shoulder.

“Why? Wren’s going to have a future because of you. That’s not a bad thing.”

“I gave her privilege, Beth. If she were any other player—with any other skin color—her outcome would have been so much worse. She likely wouldn’t have a career to go back to. But she does, because I swooped in and used my money and connections to solve a problem, and that’s what I’m having a hard time sitting with right now.”

Beth held her, the two of them breathing in unison.

“I hope she makes the right choice and takes the road Nell and I can offer her.” Sarah hiccuped after the tears had subsided.

Sarah’s head rested on Beth’s chest, moving slightly with the rise and fall of Beth’s breath as she gently ran her fingers through Sarah’s hair.

“Wren’s smart. She’ll understand what you did for her,” Beth said into the darkness.


EIGHTEEN
SARAH
APRIL


Sarah rolled over the following morning, still in the haze of sleep. Reaching a hand out in search of Beth, finding nothing but cold sheets next to her. She took a moment for herself, rubbing her eyes, replaying the events of the previous night in her mind.

Bright light filtering through sheer curtains was enough to make her squint as she adjusted to her surroundings. Sarah reached for her phone on the bedside table, where two texts were waiting for her.

Nell 8:07 AM


Wren agreed. Court this afternoon. Call when you can. —N




Beth 8:34 AM


Running out to grab coffee for us. You looked too cute this morning to wake up. Be back soon [image: heart suit]




Sarah fired off a quick response to Beth before tapping Nell’s name, bringing the phone to her ear as she sank back into the comfort of the down-filled pillows.

“Sleep well, darling?” Nell’s voice filled her ear, the velvety coolness oddly reassuring.

“Wren said yes,” Sarah stated, not bothering with a greeting—that had never been her and Nell’s style.

“She did. Nate and I laid out her options over breakfast this morning,” Nell said, but there was a moment of hesitation so small that anyone else would have missed it, but not Sarah. No, she knew her too well at this point.

“What aren’t you saying?”

“Always with your questions.” Nell’s voice was soft in the way she only ever let it be with those she felt the safest with. “She’s been asking to talk to you since we left the precinct last night.”

Sarah had expected that, but that still didn’t stop the way her breathing stuttered. “How so?”

“How so?” Nell echoed, confusion accompanying her words.

“In an I’m scared kind of way? An I’m sorry kind of way? An I’m groveling kind of way?”

Nell took a moment to consider her questions before responding with a simple, “All of the above.” Her voice dipped into that quiet softness again. “She needs to talk to someone who loves her right now, Sarah.”

God damn Nell and her ability to see every moment so clearly. Sarah nodded, feeling the heat rise in her cheeks along with a tight pulling sensation in her chest as she shifted, sitting up in bed. “Can you put her on?”

There was a rustling on Nell’s end of the phone as she moved through the downtown penthouse suite in search of Wren. “Renee called me again,” Nell said offhandedly. “You can’t keep putting her off forever.”

“Not now, Nell,” Sarah snapped. She could only handle so much in a twenty-four-hour time span.

“If not now, then when?” Nell sing-songed, followed by more shifting and her muffled voice saying, “Wren, Sarah’s on the phone.”

Wren’s voice was suddenly in her ear. “Sarah, um—hey. Thank you, you know—for, uh—wanting to talk to me.”

Wren was nervous. Sarah could hear it in her words. That pull tugged a little harder at her chest.

Wren’s voice cracked as her words tumbled out. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen, and I’m sorry I put Lily in that position. I’m so mad at myself for not being able to just be normal.” She was half crying, half ranting as the words kept coming in one long jumbled string, only making Sarah’s heart break even more. “God, it was one dumb night. I was having such a good day. I know better than this. I’m not as stupid as everyone⁠—”

Sarah cut her off gently. “Wren, sweetie, slow down. Take a deep breath.” She paused while Wren hiccupped her way through a breath and then another. “I’m sorry this is happening,” she said, meaning every word. “And I’m sorry that you didn’t feel like you could come talk to me, or to anyone, before we got here.”

“I didn’t need to talk—it’s not that—I didn’t. “ Wren fumbled her way around the excuses she was reaching for.

“Wren. We’ve never lied to each other. Please let’s not start now,” Sarah said neutrally. She leaned on her maternal instinct, telling her that what Wren needed most right now was something a little tougher to help her accept.

“I don’t understand why rehab is my only option,” Wren finally said. “That feels, like, really intense. I was being a dumb kid. I was just having fun. I know so many people who have done so much worse.”

Sarah took a deep breath. She had prepared herself for this question the same way she had prepared her answer the night before when Beth had asked the same one. “You aren’t just any kid making bad decisions. Like it or not, you are a public figure, and that means your life exists under an elevated lens of scrutiny that isn’t always fair. You’re an adult now, and there are real consequences to the decisions you make. Last night you made a bad decision, and I’m going to go out on a limb and say you’ve had nights like that before, too.”

There was a silence on the phone before Wren answered, her voice quietly resigned. “I don’t have a drinking problem.”

“No one is saying you do, but you did get arrested for disorderly conduct last night. That’s not something you can just turn your cheek to and pretend like it didn’t happen.” Sarah’s voice was stern. She needed Wren to understand the moment she was stepping into. “Which is why I was glad to hear you agreed to rehab.”

More quiet.

“Like I really had a choice?” Wren mumbled.

“You always have a choice, Wren. Not always around the options—but still a choice nonetheless. Clearly, you understood that enough to make the right choice.”

“I mean, yeah, I don’t want to lose my career. I’m not dumb. Soccer is the number one thing in my life that makes me want to wake up every day. I don’t even know who I am without it. And then obviously Lily. I know she’s mad at me. She hasn’t answered any of my text messages. Do you think she’ll ever talk to me again?”

“I can’t speak for Lily here, Wren. She’s upset, and that’s something the two of you need to figure out together. Did Nell and Nate explain to you what’s going to happen today?”

“Yeah. Uh, court is at one. Nell said my lawyer will be here soon to talk to me, and then, as soon as court is over, I’m getting on that plane to New York. Nate said the place is really nice. I think he went there. Tomorrow I’ll get all checked in and stay there for a month, I guess. I think I can have visitors after the first two weeks. Or something like that. Nate gave me a booklet that has all the details.”

Sarah listened as Wren spoke to her, but was momentarily distracted by the bedroom door opening, revealing Beth holding two cups. Sarah smiled, mouthing Wren’s name to Beth, who nodded, placing Sarah’s drink on the bedside table beside her before turning to leave the room, but Sarah reached out, grabbing her hand, tugging her back towards the bed.

She wanted Beth here with her.

“Sarah?” Wren’s voice was hopeful as Sarah rewound her brain to fill in the gaps of the part of the conversation she had missed when Beth had entered the room. “Do you think you’ll be able to come to court with me?”

She took another deep breath in. “No, sweetie, I won’t be able to come today. I need to take care of Lily.”

Wren’s hurt was audible even as she tried to play it off. “Oh—I—yeah, I guess that makes sense.”

“Nell and Nate will be there, and I would trust both of them with my life, which is why I wanted them there for you through all of this. We’re your family, Wren. We love you. You deserve to have people in your corner, even when you mess up or need help.” Sarah looked up, her eyes connecting with Beth’s impossibly blue ones as she continued. “Nothing you do is unredeemable.”

“Do you mean that?” Wren asked timidly. “Because right now it kind of feels like everyone is mad at me.”

“Some of us are, but at the core of that feeling is concern. I’m worried about you. Beth is worried about you. And Lily is worried about you. You will make mistakes in life, Wren. God, I’ve made my fair share of them, and will probably make more. But the thing that no one tells you until it’s too late is how important it is to learn to grow from those mistakes. Find the lesson that all of this is trying to teach you and grow.”

Wren sniffled on the other end of the line, but she didn’t say anything.

“I believe in you, Wren. Do you believe in yourself?”

Another quiet moment passed before Wren’s defeated voice said, “I don’t know.”

Sarah’s heart cracked wide open at that moment—at Wren’s admission. “It’s time to start. You hear me? Start believing in yourself because you are Wren fucking Parker, and there is only one of you in this family.”

“Okay.” Wren sniffed again, her voice strengthening. “Okay.”

There was some more rustling on the other end of the line before Nell’s voice was back in her ear, velvety and smooth. “I’ll update you this afternoon.”

“Take care of her, Nell, please. Just make sure she’s doing okay.”

“Nate and I are on it. He really shines in moments like these.”

“So do you, Nell.”

The call ended silently, without a goodbye, exactly like always. Sarah closed her eyes briefly as Beth’s hand found her thigh, patting her leg gently.

“Wren agreed,” she whispered, the relief of knowing she had been able to fix something coursing through her. “She’s going to rehab.”

Beth leaned forward, reaching around Sarah to place her coffee beside hers on the nightstand, and when she leaned back, Sarah folded herself into Beth’s arms. She nestled herself into the crook of her neck, breathing in the scent of lavender that lingered on her skin.

For the last three decades, that scent had burned itself into her memory. She took another deep breath, and then another as Beth’s hand stroked her cheek.

“See, everything is okay. You took care of it.” Beth whispered her reassurance against Sarah’s temple, lips soft on her skin as Sarah sank deeper into her embrace.

Before she could think too hard, Sarah let her truth fall from her lips. “I always take care of everything.” She untangled herself from Beth’s arms, running her fingers through her tangled mess of sleep-mussed hair, twisting the strands into a top-knot before reaching for her tortoise shell glasses sitting on the nightstand. “Thanks for going out and grabbing this. Definitely needed after the last twelve hours we’ve had.” She lifted the cup in a cheers gesture before bringing it to her lips, taking a sip. “Pat makes the best coffee.”

“He really does,” Beth agreed absently, tracing a finger lightly across Sarah’s thigh over the duvet.

“What is it?” Sarah said, raising a skeptical eyebrow.

“Well, it depends on what you want to hear first. Do you want the good news? Or the bad news?”

Sarah closed her eyes, breathing in, mentally preparing herself for the news Beth was about to deliver. She could only hope that whatever problem was about to get dropped on her plate had an easy fix. She really couldn’t take on anything more right now. “Give me the bad news first. Let’s get it over with.”

“Turns out, Lily didn’t spend the night at Dylan’s last night. She told Dylan she needed to borrow her car for a few days and took off without telling Dylan where she was going⁠—”

“What?” Sarah sat up straighter, her pulse quickening in her chest. “How many times is Lily going to try running? We’ve talked about this with her. Running is not how you handle hard things. Okay, okay,” she mumbled to herself, jumping right into problem solver mode as she reached for her phone and began to formulate a plan for how they were going to find Lily. “Okay, what kind of car does Dylan drive? Do we think Lily has her location shared with anyone?” A gentle hand on her arm pulled her attention before she could continue. Her eyes shot up to see Beth looking at her, head cocked slightly to the side.

“I already found her,” Beth said gently. Her words brought an immediate wave of relief. “You’re not the only one who knows how to solve a problem, Sar.” She smiled, eyes twinkling in the pale morning light. “How do you feel about a little road trip? She’s at Jamie’s house in Oregon, and I think she wanted us to know that.” She held up her phone showing a little blue dot on a map. “She left her location on.”

Sarah groaned, leaning back into the pillows and pulling Beth down with her. She scooped Beth tight against her body, arms wrapping snugly around her as Beth’s hair created a curtain around them, their faces close together. “I guess we’re going to Oregon,” she whispered, pressing her lips to Beth’s.

Four hours into their drive, Beth reached for the volume knob, silencing the sounds of the playlist they had been listening to as they wound their way down the highway lined with towering evergreens. Sarah glanced sideways before quickly setting her gaze back on the road in front of her.

“I’m going to practice something,” Beth said cautiously, pushing her sunglasses up into her hair.

“Oh yeah? And what might that be?” she teased, glancing back at Beth.

Beth grinned sheepishly, shifting in her seat, sitting up a little straighter. “If we want to be different, we have to act differently, right?” she started. Sarah’s smile fell slightly with the realization that Beth’s tone was more serious than it was playful. “I need to revisit the whole Nell thing,” Beth quickly went on. “I know, it’s small, but it’s still bothering me that she was your first call last night. Not me.”

Sarah’s stomach clenched uncomfortably as she fought her natural inclination to lean into defensiveness. But like Beth had said, if they wanted to be different, they had to act differently.

“Okay, let’s talk about it. Tell me where you’re at.” Sarah tightened her grip on the leather steering wheel.

Beth was quiet for a moment, taking her time choosing her words before her question slid between them. “Was there a moment before you called Nell where you thought of me first?”

Sarah’s stomach dropped this time as she froze, eyes locked on the road ahead. “No,” she answered honestly.

“That’s what I thought.” Beth’s voice was unexpectedly calm, not quite what Sarah had anticipated. She didn’t sound upset or mad, only like she was trying to understand. “Why wasn’t I your first call?”

A great question—one Sarah wasn’t really sure she knew the answer to. But she could try her best. “You and I haven’t been partners like that in a long time,” she started, her voice quiet and raw, full of honesty. “I’m so used to being the one who deals with things without even thinking about it. It was more efficient to call Nell last night because she could help me immediately with the problem. I’m sorry I upset you. That’s never my intention.” Sarah reached towards Beth, taking her hand, threading their fingers together squeezing gently. “What do you need from me in moments like these moving forward?”

Beth sat in the seat next to her, chewing on her bottom lip. “I need to know I’m your first call—always, above everything. I’m your number one. Believe it or not, Sar, I’m really fucking good in a crisis… Can’t promise I won’t cry… But I can promise I’ll always help you tackle whatever problems life throws our way. But I need to know you feel like you can lean on me. We make the plans together. It’s you and me, okay?”

Sarah couldn’t help but grin. God, Beth had always been cute when she was feeling exceptionally passionate about a topic—the way her eyes darkened and a faint blush spread across her cheekbones. Her smile pulled tightly at the corners of her mouth as the heat of adoration for Beth spread through her. “Done. You got it.” She brought Beth’s hand to her mouth, gently kissing the tops of her knuckles.

“Great. Okay.” Beth glanced at her, smiling, mouth half open as if she had another question to ask before she closed it, reaching forward to turn the music back on. She slid her sunglasses down over her eyes as she nestled into the leather seat.

But they barely made it through two songs before Beth was reaching forward again, shoving her sunglasses to the top of her head as she turned to look at her. “Are you considering a job in D.C.?”

Of all the things Sarah had thought Beth might ask her, that had not been one of them. “How do you…” She trailed off, curious as to how Beth even knew about the conversation with Renee that Sarah had been avoiding for almost six months at this point.

Beth scrunched her face in a sheepish grin. “I didn’t mean to, but I kind of overheard you and Nell talking about it on Thanksgiving? Remember when I was taking a quiet break in your office… And I’ve wanted to ask you about it, but the timing has always felt a little weird, but…I guess I’m wondering if that’s going to be one of those hurdles life throws us that we’ll need to tackle together. You know, if you’re considering the job, that is.”

It was almost torture that Sarah couldn’t look at Beth right then; the need to keep her eyes on the road was integral to their survival. She needed to see the look on Beth’s face to confirm, because from the sounds of it, Beth didn’t seem completely put off by the idea of D.C.

The sound of the highway wooshing by filled the car as Sarah thought about her response. “I’m not sure,” she landed on. The tip of her tongue darted out, tracing her bottom lip. “It’s an intriguing offer, that’s for sure. Renee Fairchild, the senator from Connecticut, wants me to serve as her interim chief of staff when her current chief of staff goes on parental leave this fall.”

Beth gave her a confused look, which Sarah caught out of the corner of her eye. “Politics? That’s a big change for you.”

Sarah laughed. “Yeah, hence the hesitation. Well, at least one of my reasons for hesitation…”

“What are the other reasons?” Beth asked, her hand coming to rest gently on Sarah’s thigh, the heat of her palm a reassuring presence.

“You.” Sarah’s voice was soft. “And Lily, and the nice quiet life we have here. D.C. would be a big change, and I’m not sure that’s what’s best at this stage of my life.”

“But do you want it?” Beth asked her again, and Sarah could feel her gaze pointed at her.

“As I said, it’s an intriguing offer.” Sarah flicked her blinker on as she guided the car onto the exit ramp.

Beth seemed to accept that as an answer because a moment later, she was turning the volume up, looking out the window as the ocean came into view between the gaps in the pine trees.

Again, they barely made it through another song before Beth was reaching forward.

Sarah was laughing as she said, “You know, you can ask all the questions you want. I’m really okay with it.”

“Sorry, you’re getting my real-time thought processing.” Beth grinned. “You want the job, don’t you.” The words that would typically have been a question landed as a statement that Sarah knew to be true.

As much as she had tried to ignore the offer—to put Renee off for as long as possible, to make continuous outrageous demands while negotiating what it would take to get her to leave StanCorp—Sarah couldn’t shake the excitement that filled her every time she thought about the career transition. But that excitement came with the fear of disappointing Beth, the memory of the last time they had found themselves in this position bubbling to the surface, when Sarah’s budding law career had (at least to Beth) begrudgingly brought them to Seattle.

“I do, but I don’t need it. I like what I’m doing for Nell at StanCorp, and right now that’s enough…”

“But it’s intriguing as hell, right?” Beth arched a brow, sliding her sunglasses down over her eyes again. “Keep talking to me about it, okay? Don’t write off the opportunity because you think I wouldn’t move to D.C. for you. I’m open to the possibility.”

Sarah pursed her lips, facial muscles working overtime to contain the excited smile that was currently fighting its way through.

“Okay then, we’ll keep talking about it.”

Sarah turned the wheel of the car, pulling into a steep driveway. At the top sat a small, pale yellow weathered bungalow overlooking the tops of pine trees to the ocean beyond. She threw the car in park before turning to face Beth.

“I’m proud of us. All this communication feels good, doesn’t it?” She grinned.

“You might be onto something…”

Sarah tilted her head in the direction of the house as she said, “Let’s go get our girl and make sure she’s okay. It’s been a weird twenty-four hours.”

Sarah slid out of the driver’s seat, circling the back of the car to join Beth, who was waiting for her by the front pathway. Together they moved towards the front door. Beth rifled through her bag, searching for her keys as Sarah looked up at the house, studying it further. In the time that Jamie had been so tightly intertwined with their family, Sarah had never been here.

To Sarah’s knowledge, Jamie’s house had sat empty for the last year since the woman renting it had moved out. Sarah had helped Jamie solidify the renters’ contracts and plan for the property’s fate after her passing as a last favor to her.

Upon closer inspection, Sarah spotted peeling paint on the cedar siding, worn by repeated days of wind and rain, and noted that one of the house numbers had gone missing. She added that to a maintenance checklist in her head as Beth pulled out her keys at the same time the front door opened, whining on its hinges, revealing Lily standing on the other side.

“Took you two long enough,” Lily called over her shoulder, her ponytail swishing as she turned, moving back into the house.

Sarah shot Beth a look they both understood meant, Into the lion’s den we go.

The inside of the house smelled like stale air. A single love seat sat in the middle of the room, a discarded white sheet on the floor beside it, next to a backpack Sarah recognized as Lily’s.

“We’re not doing the whole cool and detached thing right now,” Sarah said, her voice dropping into that low, authoritative frequency of hers. “You took a car that wasn’t yours and took off. Again. I thought your mom and I made it pretty clear that running away isn’t a good option for how to deal with your stress.”

Lily turned, her jaw set, intense gaze looking between her and Beth’s worried expression. “It’s not even like that. I left my location on. I knew you’d see it. I just… I needed to breathe somewhere that wasn’t so…tied up in everything. I needed some time alone. So I came here.” Lily crossed her arms over her body, holding herself. She turned her head away from where Sarah and Beth were still standing just inside the front door. “I know what you did for Wren, Mom. I know it was your idea to ship her off to New York. You just handled her like…like…”

“Like what, Lily? What would you have preferred I do?” Sarah asked, a defensive heat flaring in her chest.

Lily huffed, but didn’t answer her.

Sarah caught Beth’s eye momentarily before she continued. “I saved her career. I made it so she had options, and I would do the same for you if it had been you in her position, Lils.”

Lily turned her head, quickly wiping her eyes, her hand still wrapped in gauze from the night before. She still wouldn’t look at the two of them. “This is all just so fucked up,” she grumbled.

“Language,” Sarah breathed, exhaling through her nose.

Beth took a hesitant step towards Lily, reaching out to gently place a hand on her arm. “I know this all feels really big and serious right now. Your mom and I are here to help in whatever way you need from us, but we can’t do that when you disappear the minute things get hard.”

Lily looked down at her bandaged hand, the fight draining itself from her posture, her shoulders dropping. “I’m sorry. I know. I just… I’m upset. And I’m tired… and there’s no food here, and I’m starving.” She leaned forward, resting her forehead against Beth’s shoulder as Beth wrapped her in a hug. “I was going to go to that sandwich place down the road, the one Jamie was obsessed with.”

Sarah jiggled her keys in her hand. “I’ll take you. I’m blocking your car in, anyway.”

Beth confirmed her order with them before Lily brushed past Sarah, moving towards her car.

“Wish me luck,” Sarah joked, her face falling when she noticed the way Beth’s expression had shifted slightly as her gaze swept around the house. “Are you going to be okay here alone?”

Beth put on a smile—not her real one. This was the one she used for moments when she was still deciding how she felt about something. “Yeah. I’ll be okay.” She waved a hand. “It’s—being here… Jamie… But the feeling will pass, it always does. It’s probably good that I get a few minutes alone with all of this.”

Sarah lingered for a moment, glancing over her shoulder towards the driveway.

Beth spoke again, reassuring her. “Really, Sar, I’m good. Go.”

“Okay, if anything pops up—anything at all—text me. We won’t take too long.” Sarah turned on her heel, joining Lily in the car a moment later.

Lily directed her on how to get to the sandwich shop, pointing out different spots along the route, sharing memories she had tied to them—memories made between Lily, Beth, and Jamie, ones that didn’t include her.

Sarah swallowed that uncomfortable feeling as she pulled into the parking lot of a small, unassuming building situated on a busy Main Street lined with identical gray side-shingled facades with light blue trim. The sound of gulls echoed in the distance, and salty air whipped around them as she followed Lily into the shop.

Lily stepped up to the counter, placing their sandwich orders. Her uneasy energy was even more evident as they stepped to the side to wait for their food, bouncing on her toes with her hands shoved deep in her jacket pockets.

“Let’s take a break from that,” Sarah said, reaching out and placing a hand on Lily’s arm, effectively stilling her movements.

Lily’s eyes met hers, dark and stormy. “Wren’s going to rehab,” she whispered in confirmation.

“Yeah, sweetie, Wren’s going to rehab.” Sarah slid her arm around her daughter, holding her tightly.

A man behind the counter called their number. Sarah reached forward to take the paper bag, then turned and led them back to the car. She slid into the front seat, firing off a quick text to Beth letting her know they had procured the food and were on their way back to the house before sliding her phone into the cup holder. She pushed the gear shift into reverse, looking into her backup camera as Lily’s voice came out in a question.

“I did the right thing… Calling you guys for help with Wren, right? She’s probably so mad at me right now. She texted me a bunch this morning, but I only read the first one about rehab…. Have you talked to her since last night?” Lily asked with a sheepish grimace.

The steady click of the turn signal filled the car before Sarah responded. “I talked to her for a few minutes this morning.”

“Did she sound like she was mad at me?”

The car rolled to a stop at a T-shaped intersection on a road running parallel to the Pacific Ocean. Layers of blue stacked and diffused by misty clouds made it nearly impossible to tell where the sky ended and water began.

“Which way?” Sarah asked, thankful for the moment to think.

“Left.”

“I don’t think Wren is mad at you, sweetie. If anything, she thinks you’re mad at her.”

“I am,” Lily snapped, crossing her arms, staring out the window as they zipped down the curved road leading back to Jamie’s house. “Or at least, I was last night.” Her shoulders sank in defeat along with her voice. “I just⁠—”

An automated voice interrupted Lily’s train of thought as a text appeared on the in-car computer screen. “New message from ‘Beth.’ See you soon. Miss my favorite girls already. Love you.”

Sarah froze as the message was read, her pulse whooshing in her ears. How had she been dumb enough to forget that she had set up her car to auto-read her incoming texts? Her fingers flexed around the cool leather steering wheel as she glanced at Lily, waiting for her response to Beth’s message. Maybe she wouldn’t notice. Yeah, Sarah could definitely spin this in a way that made it look like she and Beth were just friends… But that wasn’t what they were. They had never truly been just friends.

“What. The. Fuck,” Lily said slowly.

“Language, Lily,” Sarah responded reflexively.

“Don’t ‘language’ me now. I think right now is a pretty good time to use that word because WHAT THE FUCK!” The pace of Lily’s words picked up as Sarah watched her connect more and more of the dots aligning her and Beth. “You’re who Mama’s been seeing? Ew, that was you in the bathroom a few weeks ago? Oh my god—oh my god… How long? What about Jamie? Wait, you’ve been so weird hiding your phone the past few weeks… Ew, do you guys sext?”

They came to another stop. Sarah knew they were close to the house—she recognized the intersection—but she wasn’t confident which direction to take. She glanced in the rearview mirror; there were no cars behind her.

She took a deep breath before speaking. “Which question do you want an answer to first? And right or left?”

“Left. Mom, you’re not denying anything…”

“Nope. I’m not,” Sarah said simply, the relief that Lily finally knew about her and Beth pushing out any anxiety that remained. Lily was an adult now and this was a conversation they could have as two adults talking to one another—direct and straightforward.

Lily grumbled under her breath. “How long?”

How long. What a complicated question. So simple, yet somehow so complex: Sarah thought back over the years and years she had spent loving Beth, but that wasn’t what Lily was asking, and she knew that. “Officially? Since January,” she stated the same way she would state facts or business objectives in a meeting. Lily was surprisingly calm after her initial reaction, and Sarah immediately recognized the shift into her info-gathering mode.

“Why didn’t you guys tell me?”

Again, without missing a beat, Sarah answered honestly. “We weren’t ready yet. Your mom and I are still figuring out who we are as a couple again.”

Lily was quiet for a minute, sitting under the weight of the revelation. “The house is up here on the right.” She gestured to the driveway.

Sarah turned the wheel, navigating the steep incline before pulling her car to a stop behind the car Lily had borrowed from Dylan. But when she parked, neither of them moved.

“I’m sure you have more questions.” Sarah shifted, turning her body in the driver’s seat to face Lily.

Lily’s hair fell in long waves over her shoulders. Sarah reached a gentle hand out, tucking the front strand away from her face and behind her ear.

Lily looked at her with an intensity she had somehow managed to inherit directly from Sarah, despite the two of them having no genetic relation. They shared that same fire to get to the bottom of any situation, to understand all sides of something before passing judgment.

“Is that why you and Nell broke up? Because you’re in love with Mama?”

Sarah took a deep breath, aligning her thoughts on how best to explain a concept that had taken her years to fully and truly understand. “No, sweetie. Nell and I… We love each other, but in a way that works better for us as friends. At the end of the day, love isn’t the only thing you need from someone in a long-term relationship, and Nell and I ultimately needed and wanted different things and that’s okay.”

Lily’s hands lay clasped in her lap as she digested Sarah’s words. Out of the corner of her eye, Sarah thought she caught the flutter of the curtains in the front window of the house and a glimpse of blond hair, but when she looked again, it was gone.

“I don’t know how to ask this… I love you and Mama both so much, but… How are you not mad at her for everything?”

There was a level of care to Lily’s question that Sarah had never heard in her daughter’s voice before—a protectiveness that again Sarah recognized because it was her own deep-rooted need to protect the people she cared about most.

“Everything is a pretty vague word,” she joked to cover up the realization of just how much of her messy relationship with Beth Lily had picked up on over the years.

Lily rolled her eyes at Sarah’s stall tactic, making the corners of her mouth tug into the shape of a small smile.

“It would be easy to be mad—for both of us to be mad at the other,” Sarah started. “Your mom and I have known each other a long time. Some of the best and worst moments of my life have been lived with her by my side. But sometimes in living your life, you can inadvertently end up hurting the people you love the most.”

Sarah closed her eyes, flashes of years of messy in-between moments with Beth flooding her memory, of the pain and the hurt of never quite being able to make things work, regardless of how much they had both wanted it to.

“So why are you doing this again? If you guys hurt each other, why set yourself up for that possibility?” Lily asked quietly.

Sarah considered her question for a moment, chewing on the inside of her cheek. “Because the bravest thing you can do in life is put yourself in the direct path of love,” she said simply, her gaze sweeping over Lily’s confused expression. “Choosing to love again, even after you’ve been hurt, is an incredibly brave thing, but it’s also equally brave to know when to walk away from a love that’s hurting you. Your mom—she was able to see that we weren’t growing together anymore. I’m grateful she left because I never would have had the courage to, and now we get this amazing second chance because of how we grew when we were apart.”

Lily shifted slightly in her seat. “What if she breaks your heart again?” She didn’t look at Sarah when she asked her question; instead, she fixed her eyes on the dashboard in front of her.

“That’s kind of the gamble of any relationship, isn’t it? You meet someone, fall in love, and hope to hell it works out. Maybe it won’t, maybe it will. Being in love requires a willingness to be vulnerable in a way that will ask you to put aside the very human desire to have a love that comes with a guarantee of forever and be open to the work that is needed to build a love that will last. Does that make sense?”

Lily turned her head, looking at Sarah now with those big blue eyes, the weak gray daylight muting the freckles spread across the bridge of her nose. She nodded as Sarah squeezed her forearm reassuringly. “I am never reckless with my heart, Lily. I trust that your mom and I have both grown in the ways we needed to, and now we feel brave enough to try again. I would rather let love in and lose it again than never know what it’s like to love your mom in this phase of my life.”

Lily let out a heavy sigh. “Well, when you put it like that…” She trailed off, but Sarah noticed the small smile that briefly appeared on her lips. “So you guys are, like, really in love?”

“We are.”

“Then what was Jamie? Because it feels like everyone has just moved on. I still hear her voice every time I’m in the gym. Every time I think about getting on the bars or the beam, it’s like Jamie is standing beside me, and then I leave the gym, and it’s like she’s gone and everyone has forgotten about her.”

Sarah thought for a long moment, carefully choosing her words, not wanting to undercut the important, albeit unexpected, role Jamie had taken on in her family. “Jamie was a part of our family—will always be a part of our family. She’s the reason we’ve gotten here. I stand firmly behind the belief that Jamie changed our family for the better, and I wouldn’t trade that for anything.”

A slight tapping startled them. When Sarah looked up, Beth was standing on the other side of the passenger window, a worried expression on her face.

“Everything okay, you two?” she asked nervously as Lily rolled down her window. “You’ve been out here for a while.” She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, pulling her cardigan tightly around her.

Lily glanced at Sarah, that small smile once again tugging at her lips, a sign of her acceptance of everything they had discussed. “Yeah, everything is good, Mama. Hey, I was thinking… Maybe we could have a picnic lunch on the beach? I’ll grab us a few water bottles.”

Beth looked at Sarah, confusion still on her face as Lily unbuckled herself, handed Beth the paper bags with food, and then headed toward the house.

“What’s going⁠—”

“Lily knows about us,” Sarah said, unbuckling her seatbelt, popping the trunk, and climbing out of the car to join Beth. She grabbed a blanket from the back of the car, clicking the button to close the trunk.

“She what? How?”

“Well.” Sarah laughed. “You accidentally told her…”

More confusion from Beth. “No, I didn’t.”

“Your text you sent? My car read the whole thing out loud.”

Beth clapped a hand to her mouth, horror mixing with amusement until she was laughing. “Who actually uses that feature?” she teased, pushing her shoulder gently. Then she grimaced. “How did Lily handle it?”

“Surprisingly well. Shock factor was definitely there, but we talked, and I answered all her questions, and I think we’re okay,” Sarah said confidently, trailing her fingers up Beth’s arm. “Selfishly, I’m glad she knows, because it means I can do this now and not have to worry about getting caught.” Sarah slid her hand around the back of Beth’s neck, pulling her lips to hers, sinking into the softness of their kiss.

Lily’s voice interrupted the moment as they pulled apart. “Yeah, it’ll definitely take some time to get used to seeing that again.”
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I’ve decided to put soccer on pause to focus on my mental health. I can’t play my best if my mind isn’t in the right place. To the fans, thanks. Can’t wait to get back to the field.

Going ghost for a while to get my life together.
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Lily sat cross-legged on the floor. The coolness of the marble tiles seeped through her jeans as she tossed a neon green plastic spring across the kitchen, laughing at the way Nell’s cat Mortimer zoomed after it, batting it around like a hockey puck. He proudly returned the spring, dropping it in her lap.

Lily scooped Mortimer up, holding him close as she rose to her feet. His raspy purr vibrated through her body, warming her from the inside out.

“He likes you, which is saying something because Mortimer is known for having high standards.” Nell smiled at her across the kitchen island, where she had been leaning, coffee mug in hand, chatting with her moms. Lily slid onto the stool, Mortimer in her lap.

“He still hasn’t fully warmed up to me yet,” Sarah said, setting her own coffee mug on the counter next to the cooktop where she and Beth were making breakfast fajitas together.

“Really?” Beth said, placing a hand on Sarah’s upper arm. “He warmed up to me right away.”

Lily quietly watched her moms together as she absently pet Mortimer. Over the last two weeks, she had been doing a lot of that—observing, paying attention to the way they were with each other. It was weird seeing them like this again—all in love, kind of like reliving an old memory that suddenly forced its way to the front of her mind. But once those memories started, Lily hadn’t been able to stop the flashes of all the happiness and love she had grown up surrounded by, and what her moms had been like together before their divorce, before the weird times when there had been a lot of fighting between them, and before Jamie.

But things really did feel different to Lily. There was a lot more dancing for starters. Impromptu dance parties had become a frequent occurrence whenever her moms were together, which had felt like nearly every day since they had returned from Oregon. And laughing—there was a ton of laughing.

She was happy for them—now, at least. She definitely hadn’t been when she found out, but the longer she listened to her mom’s explanation in the car, the longer she had time to sit with it, and the more she found her sour feelings about the whole situation disappearing. They were happy and sickeningly in love, and who was Lily to be upset about that?

It had honestly been a good distraction from everything that had happened in the wake of Wren’s birthday.

Lily, who may or may not have been eavesdropping on a hushed conversation between her mom and Nell the morning they returned to Washington, heard that the news of Wren’s arrest had gotten out and spread around social media and various news platforms. Dylan had shown her a handful of posts about Wren, and the comments speculating whether she and Wren were still together, or what exactly had happened. But Lily shut that out of her head. She couldn’t let herself get sucked into the noise.

So she didn’t. She blocked it all out like she used to block out the cheers in the crowded arenas when she stepped onto the mats to compete.

But it hadn’t been easy.

Every day for the last two weeks, Lily had opened her phone, only to close it quickly at the reminder of how badly she wanted to talk to one person and one person only—Wren. Even though she was hurt and annoyed by this whole crazy turn of events, at the end of the day, Wren was still her best friend, the person she turned to for everything. And right now, without her, Lily felt lost. But she couldn’t talk to Wren—like, physically, she couldn’t. Part of Wren’s rehab program included a mandatory two-week blackout period before she was able to have any communication or visitors, which was exactly why they were all in the Hamptons at Nell’s place.

“What time are we heading over to see Wren?” Lily asked, purposefully keeping her tone neutral, not wanting to field any more lengthy conversations her moms always seemed to want to get into whenever Wren’s name came up.

Sarah handed her a plate of steaming breakfast fajitas, which Lily took graciously. “Visiting hours start at one. We’re all going to go over and have lunch together.”

Lily nodded, reaching for her fork and digging in, pretending like she didn’t notice the way all three of the other women in the room exchanged quiet looks of concern. That had also been happening a lot recently. Reminding her of how everyone used to look at her in the months following Jamie’s death. “Perfect. I’m excited to see her.” She shrugged, smiling reassuringly in hopes that they would stop with the looks.

After breakfast, she busied herself drawing sketches of new ideas for upcycled fan gear. Not that she was actively working on anything, but that didn’t stop the ideas from taking up space in her mind. At some point, the doorbell rang, and her mom and Nell disappeared into the back of the house with a woman Lily didn’t recognize.

“Mind if I join?” her mama asked, her own sketchbook in hand, already sliding onto the couch next to her.

“Yeah, sure.” Lily scooted her feet out of the way, tucking them up under her. “Who’s here?”

Her mama’s focus was already on her sketchbook as her pencil moved across the page. “Senator Fairchild.”

“Who’s that?”

“A friend of Mom and Nell’s.” Beth shrugged, rotating her sketchbook slightly.

“It seemed kind of serious?”

“Your mom and Nell do serious work.”

Lily fought the urge to roll her eyes. “Wow, so helpful,” she mumbled under her breath, grinning as the two of them settled into their respective drawings.

Creativity had always been at the core of her relationship with her mama. Some of her favorite memories were tied to times they had spent creating together. It had always felt like a safe, cozy little bubble for the two of them to share, and Lily loved it.

“Are you feeling good about today?”

Lily smirked. She had honestly expected this question sooner and was mildly impressed her mama had waited this long to ask.

“Yeah, I’m excited to see Wren,” Lily said, unsure how best to articulate the odd combination of excitement and unease that had been swirling inside her since their plane had landed in New York the previous afternoon. “I’ve really missed her… But I’m a little nervous too. Just, you know, since we haven’t been able to talk at all. It’s weird. But whatever.”

Her mama looked up at her, but thankfully didn’t push her for more.

A clattering drew their attention, pulling them each from the depths of their creative thinking as Sarah pushed open the heavy pocket doors separating the den from the rest of the house.

“How did I know I’d find both of you here drawing? Ready to go see Wren? Nate’s getting the car pulled around.”

Lily’s pulse picked up as she stood, setting her tablet on the coffee table, suddenly feeling nervous now that the moment that had felt so far away was here. It was time to finally see Wren.

A short drive later, Nate maneuvered the car down a crushed gravel path lined with tall trees with leaves just coming in as they approached Changing Tides, the rehab facility where Wren was staying.

Salt hung in the air, brushing against Lily’s skin with the warm breeze as she stepped out of the car, taking in the sprawling Cape Cod-style estate in front of her. Tilting her head, she studied the building further. It looked so…homey? Not the clinical, sterile environment she had pictured in her head when she thought of rehab. But she guessed that shouldn’t come as a shock to her, given the people and connections it had taken to get Wren a spot at this specific facility.

Wren was waiting for them, perched on the edge of one of the plush chaise lounges adorning the wide, inviting wraparound front porch. She jumped to her feet as the group climbed the front steps, nearly tripping before catching herself, her adorable lopsided smile stretching across her cheeks.

“Hi, sweetie.” Her mom excitedly pulled Wren into a hug as Lily lingered back for a moment, not quite ready to say hello.

Her mama took the next one, buying Lily another moment, but when their eyes finally met, all that nervousness melted away as Lily slid her arms around Wren’s waist, breathing in the fresh linen scent that lingered on her cream-colored crewneck.

“Looking good, superstar,” Lily whispered against Wren’s chest before pulling back and smiling up at her.

“Hi,” Wren whispered back. The bleached ends of her short hair had started to grow out, accentuating the contrast of her dark eyebrows, making her green eyes pop even more. She looked good, but also like she was holding something back. “So—uh—lunch is inside… I made everything for us. You can just—uh.” Wren gestured nervously, holding the front door open for everyone to file through.

Lily let the others pass before her, lingering long enough to slip her hand into Wren’s, giving her three reassuring squeezes, delighting in the way Wren’s entire face lit up.

The inside of the house continued to surprise Lily, meeting absolutely none of her expectations. Aside from a small receiving area with a security guard who scanned their belongings, the rest of the house was so normal.

Wren led them across a spacious living room with high ceilings and crisscrossing wooden beams, past the largest sectional couch Lily had ever seen, and through an open set of French doors, guiding them out into the backyard. There, under a pergola past the shimmering pool, sat a table set for the group next to a sprawling outdoor kitchen.

“I figured burgers would be a good option.” Wren grinned, opening the mini-fridge and pulling out a pack of grass-fed beef patties.

“Burgers sound great. How can we help?” Nell asked.

“You,” Nate laughed, “can help by not touching the food at all. Wren and I’ve got this. You ladies sit down and enjoy the poolside mocktails.”

Lily caught Wren’s eye, not sure if she should join her moms and Nell or stay with her and Nate in the kitchen, but Wren tilted her head towards the table, flashing her a smile that said Go hang out, I’ll be there soon.

Soon came quickly as Wren set a platter of perfectly grilled patties in the middle of the table, accompanied by all the toppings someone could possibly want. Now that Lily thought about it, this was the first time she had ever actually seen Wren cook. They would either get takeout or reheat frozen meals, or just eat at one of her moms’ houses.

Wren slid into the empty seat next to Lily, her knee bouncing slightly. “Dig in.”

As they ate, Lily listened to Wren detail the ins and outs of her days here at the facility. She was still training—two sessions a day following a specific training plan to keep her in top shape and ready to return to play when she was done here—and then therapy (group and individual), as well as life skill development time (where Wren had opted to learn how to cook).

“Thank you again for, you know—uh—coming to see me. I mean, shit, it’s literally the other side of the country for you guys.” Wren gestured to Lily and her moms, clumsily fumbling over her words in a way Lily recognized as the precursor to Wren getting ready to share something deep or vulnerable.

“Family shows up for each other,” Sarah said, beaming at Wren.

“Yeah, right—uh, about that.” Wren straightened in her chair. “I just wanted to, you know, apologize for my behavior that night… You know, my birthday. I did not make the best choices, and I understand the strain and the toll it’s taken on all of you, and just—thank you for helping me land on my feet,” she finished, nervously reaching for her water glass.

Surprisingly, it was Nell who spoke next. “Like Sarah said, family shows up for each other.” She held her glass up, the others following suit. “To family having each other’s backs,” she said, the sound of clinking glassware echoing off the hard surfaces on the pool deck.

“To family,” Lily said in unison with everyone, her eye catching Wren’s once again.

After lunch and after they had all pitched in to clean up, Lily sat alone in a chair by the pool watching the ripples in the water. A tap on her shoulder pulled her focus away.

“Thanks for hanging out, I had to go take care of that post-meal check-in.” Wren beamed down at her.

Lily smiled. “Yeah, no worries. I know you’ve got things you need to do.”

Wren slid into the seat across from her, leaning back and crossing one long leg over the other before changing her mind. She placed both feet on the ground, smoothing the nonexistent wrinkles on her shorts, then stilled abruptly.

“Sorry, I’m a little…”

“Nervous?” Lily filled in, feeling almost relieved that she wasn’t the only one feeling that way. “Me too.”

Wren’s shoulders visibly relaxed as she leaned back. “Really?”

Lily nodded. “Weird, right? Because it’s just, like, you and me, but yeah. If I’m being honest, I’ve been a little nervous to see you since, you know…everything.” Her words fell off, Wren’s gaze shifting slightly to where her moms, Nell, and Nate sat a little ways away.

“Do you want to walk down to the beach with me? The ocean here is so different than in Washington. The water isn’t even close to blue.”

“Sure.”

Wren stood, Lily joining her, a moment passing before Wren held out her hand to Lily, leading her down a pathway away from the estate.

The walk was short, neither of them saying anything other than commenting on how nice the weather was, a definite change of pace from the grayness of Seattle. The sound of the ocean grew closer as they moved down the wooden slat walkway dusted with sand. At the end was a guard stand. Wren waved hello to the woman inside, who returned a little salute.

“Sorry about that, you know…with it being rehab, people are always kind of…watching.” Wren shrugged, bumping her hip into Lily as they walked towards the water. “So…you’ve been pretty quiet today.”

“Yeah.” She shrugged. “Like I said, I was feeling pretty nervous about seeing you.”

They stopped right before the sand began to change colors as they approached the water’s edge. Lily slipped off her shoes then her socks, sinking her toes into the cool, grainy sand.

She didn’t say anything else as she moved towards the water, the sound of the crashing waves filling her ears, the push and pull of the ocean drawing the water closer to her until it splashed up around her shins, cold, exhilarating. The tide pulled against her as water rushed back out, sinking her feet deeper into the spot where she stood.

Lily inhaled deeply, turning to face Wren, searching her puzzled green eyes. She reached a hand up, cupping Wren’s cheek, her thumb brushing over the freckles on her cheekbones. Wanting to memorize the feeling of the heat of Wren in the palm of her hand.

Wren sighed, leaning into the touch. “I know you’re mad at me about my birthday. I fucked that up pretty spectacularly,” she whispered, her words barely audible over the waves.

Lily wasn’t listening, though, as her eyes dropped to Wren’s prefect lips, being completely overwhelmed by the need to feel them on hers. So she did, pressing up onto her tiptoes as Wren dipped her head to meet her.

Time stopped, the noise of the crashing waves drowning out every thought from her brain except the deep appreciation for the way Wren knew how to kiss her.

Wren knew every one of her preferences and wants when it came to kissing. Like how Lily preferred being the top lip or how she really didn’t like kissing with tongue, or how a slight tug of her hair drove her absolutely wild. She had never had to explain to Wren how to kiss her—she had just innately known, like it was something she had always been destined to do.

“I’ll say anything to get you not to be mad at me,” Wren muttered against Lily’s lips. “Tell me what you want me to say.” Wren’s breath was hot and familiar against her as their foreheads pressed together.

Lily’s heart sank at Wren’s words, because that was exactly the whole problem, wasn’t it? “I don’t want to have to tell you what to say. I want you to take accountability and know what you’re apologizing for.”

“Lils, I⁠—”

Lily’s question was soft and low as it left her lips. “What do you think I’m upset about? In your own words.”

“You’re mad about my party. And how I showed up drunk already. Which I totally shouldn’t have, but in my defense, I didn’t know there was going to be a party because, you know, it was a surprise. If I had known, I would have paced myself… I’m not an idiot.”

“I’m not saying you are.”

“Then what are you saying, because I don’t know what you want to hear from me.”

Tears burned at the corners of Lily’s eyes as she turned her head away, not wanting Wren to see her cry, her understanding sinking in with a clear finality. She knew what she needed to do—but that didn’t mean she liked having to do it.

“I love you, Wren.” Her voice was barely audible above the wind whipping sand around their ankles; their feet sank deeper with each wave that rushed past them, and the chill of the water stung her skin. “You are the best person I’ve ever known, but I can’t be the person you look to again and again to tell you how you feel about everything. You’re in rehab… You get how serious this is, right?”

“I mean, it’s mostly just a PR move to, you know, cover for the citation. Which was such bullshit, and everyone knows it.”

Lily didn’t have the words to respond as she stared at Wren in disbelief, because how could she be so disconnected from what was going on? Wren’s facial expression shifted rapidly, sensing that she hadn’t quite landed on what Lily wanted to hear. “I mean, like, yeah, I know it’s serious, and umm…” Wren’s voice dropped off nervously.

Lily sighed in frustration, pulling her feet out of the wet sand with a squelch and moving away from the water.

“Where are you going?” Wren called after her, still standing by the water. But Lily didn’t answer. By the time Wren joined her, she already had both her shoes on, sand uncomfortably rubbing against her skin in her socks. “Lily?”

“You never take anything seriously, Wren!” she snapped, getting to her feet, heat coursing through her as she finally allowed the gate holding back her anger to fly open, releasing the river of everything she usually held back. “I know thinking about hard or uncomfortable feelings isn’t your thing, but I need you to wake up and take this seriously. Soccer is everything you love and all of that could have disappeared. But it doesn’t feel like you’re getting that.” Lily threw her hands up in frustration, crossing them before letting them fall by her sides again.

“Because it didn’t happen, Lily, everything’s fine. All I’ve gotta do is stay here for a month and then I get to go back.”

Anger welled inside Lily’s body because how was Wren still not understanding?

“But it could have and the only reason it didn’t is because my mom made sure you ended up here.” Lily waved her arms around her. “This isn’t normal rehab, Wren—this is privileged rehab.”

Her chest heaved, wind whipping hair across her face.

“You’re a professional athlete in rehab after getting arrested for public drunkenness. And yeah, you’re right, this might be a PR move, but maybe it’s also a chance to learn how to open up in a safe space. God knows you need to learn how to do that.” Lily’s chest heaved as the slightest hint of regret settled over her with the realization that she may have said too much.

Wren’s eyes were glued to the ground, shoulders hunched, not making any attempt to interject as she let Lily finish.

A flash of sun flickered across her cheeks and it was only then that Lily noticed the tears falling silently from Wren’s eyes. Lily’s stomach twisted with guilt even as she reached for Wren, throwing her arms around her neck, pulling her shaking frame tight against her body.

Wren had never cried in front of her before, not like this. Not looking so broken.

“I—I—” Wren hiccuped. “Can, I’m just⁠—”

“Shhh,” Lily said, brushing her hand up and down Wren’s back. “Breathe.”

“I’m such a fuck up, Lily.” Wren sniffled, head still cradled in the crook of Lily’s neck, muffling her voice. “I’ve never been able to do anything right. My parents always said—when I was little—they gave me two choices, and I always chose the wrong one. And I don’t know why. And I’m trying. I’m trying so hard, and⁠—”

Wren’s words got lost in her full-body sobs. The sight completely gutted Lily as she squeezed tighter. “That’s not who you are,” she said quietly, trying to think of a way to soothe Wren, to make this all go away, to fix it for her.

They stood there together until Wren’s breathing evened out and her shaky tears subsided. The salty breeze made the ends of Lily’s hair dance around them as they clung to each other.

Her mama’s voice echoed in her mind as she wiped away Wren’s tears. As long as you’re there catching her, she’s never going to realize how hard the ground actually is. Lily’s hands stilled as the realization set in that there wasn’t anything she could do to fix this for Wren. Only Wren could do that for herself, and Lily didn’t know anymore if she was helping her or hurting her by constantly being there to catch her.

“I love you. That’s what makes this so hard.” Lily held Wren’s gaze, watching as sadness was replaced by confusion, followed by worry. “But I was taught that part of loving someone is helping them learn when it’s time to grow… I think this is a growth moment for you, Wren.”

Waves crashed in the silence between them as Wren’s eyes flitted back and forth as she attempted to formulate a response. “I can grow,” she said quickly. “For you—anything. Just tell me what you want.”

Lily’s heart sank at those two words—for you.

It’s brave to know when to walk away. It was something her mom had said to her during their car chat in Oregon. Something Lily hadn’t really understood until this very moment, when she found herself standing at the crossroads of bravery and complacency, Wren smiling at her weakly.

“I can’t.” The hot tears were back, stinging her eyes as she tried to blink them away, stepping back from Wren.

“Wha—”

“Please, Wren. Please—don’t. I can’t. I can’t be that person for you, the person you do everything for. Not like this.” She took another step away from Wren, back toward the little hut next to the path they had entered the beach from.

“Lils—” Wren’s voice cracked with fear, desperately reaching for her, but she was already too far away.

Lily looked back at Wren as flashes of the forever she so badly wanted to have with her flew around her mind. But that forever would never be possible if they didn’t learn how to stand on their own without propping the other up. She breathed in deeply, drawing on her remaining strength, committing fully to her decision that now was the time to be brave and trust that if she and Wren were truly meant to be, they would one day find their way back to each other.

“I love you, but I can’t be your girlfriend, Wren. Not until you learn to love yourself enough to live for yourself.” Lily forced the words through her own tears. “So you do that. You learn. And when you do, come find me.” She held Wren’s gaze for a long moment, taking a mental image of the hurt looking back at her, tucking it away with all the other mental images of Wren she had collected in their time together.

Lily turned quickly on her heel, her short, hurried steps carrying her past the guard stand and back up the path towards the estate. She fought the urge to look back at Wren one last time, but knew it would only make this so much worse. So she kept moving forward, one foot after the next, all the way back to the pool area where her moms, Nell, and Nate all still sat chatting in overstuffed lounge chairs.

“Where’s the bathroom?” she muttered, not making eye contact with either of her moms, trying to hide the fact that she had been crying and was barely holding herself together. She needed a minute alone and then she would be fine.

“Right next to the front door, you can’t miss it,” Nate answered, tilting his chin towards the door they had entered through, concern in his eyes. But Lily ignored it.

She nodded, moving past the group back into the house. Finding the door marked restroom, she slipped inside. Hot tears came with heavy sobs; her back pressed against the closed door, body sinking down slowly as she attempted to control her breathing with deep, heavy inhales, trying to push down a dull, achy feeling that had set in in the minutes since she had stood on the beach across from Wren.

She had broken up with Wren. Wren wasn’t her girlfriend anymore.

That hadn’t been her plan.

“Lily, love.” A soft tapping followed by her mama’s concerned voice filtered through the door. “Everything okay?”

No.

Lily stood, moving away from the door, turning the handle so it opened a crack, allowing Beth to slip inside.

“What’s going on⁠—”

“I broke up with Wren,” Lily said, cutting her off, burrowing herself deeply into her mother’s embrace and sobbing, wanting nothing more than comfort. Wanting reassurance that she had made the right decision.
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That night, back at Nell’s, Lily sat curled up next to the stone firepit, watching the flames twist and contort around charred pieces of wood. Not really listening to Nell and her moms chatting beside her.

They had left Changing Tides in a hurry, Nell driving them back while Nate had stayed behind with Wren. The car ride had been quiet, Lily lying with her head in her mama’s lap, letting the repetitive motion of fingers combing through her hair soothe the numbing sensation that had spread through her entire body since telling her everything that happened down on the beach.

Back at Nell’s, she had excused herself to go take a shower, hoping the scalding water would be enough to make her feel something, but no such luck. She emerged with red, angry patches across her skin, somehow still numb. Dinner had been a struggle, too; the idea of eating anything made her grab her stomach. So instead, she picked her way through, pretending like everyone wasn’t shooting side glances at her, assessing her current state.

And now, even by the fire, it continued as she caught her mom looking over at her.

“Stop, I’m fine,” she said flatly.

“I was just checking.” Sarah flashed her a smile across the fire.

“It’s just a breakup. I’ll be okay.” She shrugged, repeating the mantra she had been telling herself.

Nell sipped from a glass of ‘the good wine,’ as she and her mom kept calling it. “The first breakup with a girl is always the hardest, but I can promise it gets a little easier each day.”

Lily looked up, her eyes meeting Nell’s. “It does?”

“It does. God, I remember my first breakup. Genevieve Reinhart. I was sixteen, and we had to sit through calculus together for the rest of the semester. It was torture. Haven’t spoken with her since graduation, and especially not after half her family ended up in prison on RICO charges.”

Her mom eyed Nell with a raised eyebrow. “On a slightly more relatable note, I was twenty-one, in college, and her name was Lindsay Shilling.”

“Oh, I forgot about Lindsay.” Her mama covered her eyes.

“I still stand by the fact that we didn’t do anything wrong. She and I were broken up before we ever kissed…” Sarah’s voice trailed off as she intertwined her fingers with Beth’s.

Lily looked at her mama, a smile pulling at the corners of her mouth, this conversation weirdly making her feel better. “What about you? Who was the first girl you broke up with?”

Beth glanced sideways before answering. “I was thirty-three, and it was your mom.”

Nell sputtered into her glass, having just taken a sip. “Sorry.” She coughed, clutching her chest. “I wasn’t expecting that answer.”

They all burst out laughing, Lily joining in with them, not really sure what was so funny, but enjoying the light mood. She leaned back in her Adirondack chair, pulling her blanket tighter around her shoulders. Settling into the moment again as the other women kept talking.

And then, before she could think twice about it, she spoke the thought that had been on the top of her mind for weeks. “I’m retiring from gymnastics.”
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Thanks for the magic

It’s with a heavy but happy heart that I announce my retirement from competitive gymnastics. I’m learning that there is a lot of courage in knowing when it’s time to walk away and the beauty of preserving the good memories you have.

I’ve dedicated my entire life to gymnastics (I think I was doing cartwheels before I could walk, literally ask my moms) and made so many amazing memories along the way, but it’s time to say goodbye. It’s truly been an honor.

To my fans: Your support has meant everything.

To my family: Thank you for believing in me.

To Jamie: You will never be forgotten.

xxLILY


TWENTY
BETH
JUNE


Beth’s knee bounced, her gaze locked on an oblong stain stretching horizontally across the carpet that she didn’t remember being there the last time she had sat in Lenore Briggs’ office a year ago. She drummed her fingers softly against the large wrapped package she was holding as she looked around the room more. Aside from the stain, not much else had changed in the boring beige little room. The clock still ticked at an annoyingly loud volume, and the walls were still bare.

“Sorry about that. Needed to use the restroom.” Lenore smiled at her, settling herself in the tattered armchair across from Beth.

Beth set the package aside, shifting against the leather sofa. “No worries.”

“I was pleasantly surprised when you reached out to schedule. It’s been, what, a year?” Lenore raised an eyebrow as she flipped to a new page in the small leatherbound notebook she had always used during their sessions.

“I know. It wasn’t intentional on my end. Life kind of got in the way.” Beth smiled to herself, running through all the surprises life had handed her in the past year and the unexpected ways those surprises had been delivered.

“How so?” Lenore asked, the tip of her pen moving across the page.

Beth laughed, an easy grin pulling at her lips. “I don’t even really know where to start. I guess first things first. I did the homework you asked me to do. I let my body surprise itself…and to be honest, a part of me is still surprised.” She leaned forward, both feet planted on the ground, elbows on her knees. “Okay, here we go: I started dating again, had an orgasm again, made a new friend, felt like a real person again while spending time with friends, and I started painting again… Oh, and I fell in love with my ex-wife again.”

Lenore’s pen stilled enough that Beth noticed, the absence of the scratching competing with the ticking of the clock.

She couldn’t believe her eyes as she spotted the tiniest pull at the corner of Lenore’s mouth. “So, sounds like you had a pretty quiet year then?”

Beth grinned slowly. “Boring, really,” she said, voice dripping with sarcasm before she burst out laughing, the motion lifting the last of any lingering weight she carried. “I’m sorry, it’s just that if you had told me a year ago that this was where my life was going? I would have told you to get lost. But every day I wake up, and I can’t believe that I’m here. Which is weird, right? Because Sarah and I—we’ve done this before, but it never felt quite like this.”

“Like what?”

Beth thought for a moment, crossing one leg over the other, her flowing skirt shifting slightly. “Stable,” she said honestly.

Lenore didn’t say anything for a moment, simply letting Beth sit in that word for a little bit longer.

“Were things with Sarah not stable before?”

“No, they were. If you look up the definition of stability in the dictionary, it’s a picture of Sarah. She always provided everything we needed, but it was very…my way or no way else. But this time the stability feels like it’s coming more from the foundation because this time we built it together.” Beth inhaled deeply, glancing out the window before continuing. “We were so young when we got married. We were basically kids—still in our twenties, where the biggest decisions we had to make were what bar we were going to on the weekend or where we’d be getting brunch. Our lives weren’t serious yet, and that’s not something you can really wrap your head around until after you’ve lived it, because in the moment, it all felt so serious. And then we had Lily, and things got extremely serious. Decisions needed to be made—real decisions like preschools, and college savings plans, and pediatric orthodontia, and then to nurture a marriage on top of everything… And when we had the miscarriage… We didn’t have the foundation to weather that phase of life together.”

“And what makes that feel different this time?’ Lenore asked.

Beth thought for a moment. “We’re both a lot more aware of who we are as individuals, and the ways we don’t always show up as our best selves. And we talk about it now without the shame we had when we were younger. There is space for us to learn and grow together.”

Silence stretched between them, filled by the clock ticking. Still, the sound didn’t feel as ominous to her anymore. Lenore set her pen down, her silvery gray hair piled in a bun on top of her head, looking intently at her as she asked, “And how does your relationship with Jamie fit into all of this?”

Beth closed her eyes, Jamie immediately appearing behind them. Jamie making pancakes in the kitchen, Jamie laughing so hard she nearly peed her pants, Jamie and Lily coming back from their runs together. Dimples, brown eyes, a curtain of curls—perfect moments in time forever preserved.

“I’m the version of myself I am today because I loved Jamie and Jamie loved me”—her voice cracked—“I grew because of her, and to me, growth is never something that should be regretted. Jamie will always be a special person in my life, in Lily’s life, in all the lives she touched while she was alive. But at the end of the day, Jamie would have wanted to see me be happy. It took a year, but I found my happy and it’s better than I ever could have imagined.”

Lenore picked up her pen once more, scribbling a line across her page. Beth watched, her curiosity finally getting the better of her.

“What are you writing down?”

“Oh, just little notes here and there.”

Beth raised an eyebrow, not satisfied with the answer. Lenore smiled. From the woman who had sat stone-faced across from her for an entire year while Beth bared her soul through tears, there was an awful lot of smiling happening today.

“If you must know… I wrote ‘What’s next?’ So, I’ll ask. What’s next for you, Beth?”

Beth grinned sheepishly. “Oh, next… Well.” She adjusted her skirt, the gold cuff bracelet adorning her wrist catching the sun, sending a flash of light across the blank wall behind Lenore as she took in a deep breath. “Sarah and I are moving to D.C.”

“That’s a big change.”

“It is. But it feels right.” Beth dropped her eyes to the stain on the rug again. “I’m ready for my next big adventure. And honestly, I’m feeling like a change of scenery could be good. Trading one Washington for another feels almost serendipitous.”

“How so?”

“It feels almost like the perfect do-over for us. I, um, was less than enthusiastic about moving to Seattle when Sarah’s career brought us here, and now I’ve lived enough of my life to know that I can build a home anywhere as long as I’m building it with Sarah.”

Lenore flipped her notebook closed, setting the pen on top. “I think that’s a very beautiful way of looking at things.”

“I think so too.” Beth shifted, the slim package next to her moving against the leather of the couch. “Oh, I almost forgot. This is for you. A parting gift. And now, after being here again after a whole year away, I’m glad I brought it. I thought for sure you might have hung some art up by now.” She grinned, sliding the package towards Lenore.

A crinkling sound filled the little office as Lenore peeled away the craft paper. “It’s perfect,” she laughed. Beth joined her, looking at the canvas in Lenore’s hands.

“I didn’t want to overwhelm you with color, but texture—that’s a different story. Now people will have something else to look at when they’re sitting in here.” Beth rose to her feet, Lenore joining her. “Thank you for everything.”

“Best of luck in D.C., and take care of yourself,” Lenore said warmly as Beth stepped out of her office for the last time.

The heat of the summer sun warmed Beth’s face as she walked down the tree-lined sidewalk in the direction of the Grumpy Goat, where she and Lily had planned to meet following her appointment. Lily had dropped her off since her beloved car was already en route to D.C.

The familiar jingle greeted her as she pushed through the coffee shop’s front door, the scent of roasted coffee beans wafting to her as she grinned, her eyes landing on the red-headed Rousseau siblings.

“Liv, Oliver! Hey,” she greeted them, setting her sunglasses on top of her head as she stepped up to the counter.

“Hey!” Liv said with a broad smile, pulling Beth into a hug. “How’s packing going?”

“It’s going. Still sorting through what’s coming with us, what’s going into storage, and what’s staying behind at the house. What are you two up to?” Beth asked, leaning around Liv to say hello to Delaney, who was looking at her shyly from the safety of her dad’s arms.

“Liver and Delaney were driving Sophie crazy, so I offered to take them to the park for her.” Liv winked, making Beth laugh. God, Liv was an odd one, but that was what Beth liked so much about her. She owned that part of herself. Beth was almost sad to be leaving after becoming friends over the past year, but Liv had promised to visit and, in her own words, was very in the know about the goings-on in D.C., whatever that meant.

“It’s the perfect day for the park. If I didn’t have a mountain of stuff to sift through, I’d join. I miss the park days.”

Liv snorted. “We’re just about out of the sticking-everything-in-her-mouth phase, which makes nearly everything that much more enjoyable.”

With a sweet smile, Pat set three drinks on the counter in front of them. “One iced latte with whole milk, one raspberry lavender lemonade, and one Delaney Special.”

Oliver reached for the drinks, waving his thanks as he moved towards the door with Delaney.

“You officially leave on Wednesday, yeah?” Liv asked, sliding her straw into the lid of her drink.

“Yup. Lily, Sarah, and I are hitting the road. It’ll take us a few days to get to D.C. Lily has researched every odd roadside attraction between here and the east coast that is within a reasonable sidequest distance. But the attraction list is ‘top-secret’ until we’re on the road.”

“Sounds like she’s feeling a little better after the breakup?”

Beth looked over her shoulder, scanning the café for Lily, who was supposed to be meeting her here.

Pat caught her eye. “Lily and Dylan popped to the pita place down the street to pick up lunch. They won’t be back for a few minutes.”

“Thanks, Pat.” She turned back to Liv, her fingers tapping gently on the counter. “Lily’s doing okay. I think she’s trying to be strong more than anything and trying to be okay for Sarah and me. But when we sat her down and floated the idea of me sticking around here a little longer while Sarah goes to D.C., she said absolutely not. So Lily’s going to come out with us, stay for a month and help us get settled in the new house, and then she’s moving in with Dylan to give herself some time to figure out what she wants to do next.”

A jingle rang through the shop as the voices of Lily and Dylan carried in from outside, chatting rapidly.

“My cue to leave,” Liv said softly. “I’ll text you Tuesday about swinging by.”

“Perfect, have fun at the park.”

“Hi, Liv. Bye, Liv.” Lily giggled as Liv slipped past and out the door in a flurry of auburn hair and jingling bells.

“Got the pitas,” Lily chirped, smile firmly in place.

“Perfect timing.” Pat grinned, wiggling the last cup into the drink carrier. “Drinks are ready.”

Beth reached for the carrier. “Thanks so much. See you guys tomorrow morning? One last brunch before we go?”

Pat wiped his hands on his apron. “You know it.”

Back at the house, Lily unloaded the food on the kitchen island as Beth rummaged around for plates and napkins. She grabbed Sarah’s lunch and a bottle of sparkling water and made her way down the hall off the kitchen to her studio, which they had turned into a makeshift office for Sarah.

Sarah had put her house on the market at the end of the previous month, only for it to go under contract the same day with an extremely motivated buyer, with a sale finalized nine days later. And now, for the first time in thirteen years, Beth, Sarah, and Lily were all living under the same roof again as a family.

She knocked before entering, knowing Sarah’s busy schedule and not wanting to be disruptive.

Sarah glanced up at her over the rim of her tortoiseshell glasses. An easy smile played on her lips at the sight of Beth before she glanced back to her computer screen. “Hey, I need one more minute to finish this email.”

Beth nodded, moving around the table to where Sarah sat perched on a stool. She set the food down and stepped behind her. Bringing her hands forward, she used her thumbs to massage Sarah’s strong shoulders, delighting in the small groan that left Sarah’s lips as she started her movements.

Sarah continued typing as Beth leaned forward, her mouth hovering purposefully above the exposed skin of Sarah’s neck below her ear.

“You know,” Sarah said, voice low and slow and excited, “you’re making this take longer with all your distractions.”

Beth placed a hot, wet kiss on Sarah’s neck before pulling away. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She feigned innocence, leaning instead against the work table.

“While I finish this, read the last text from Nell,” Sarah said, handing her phone to Beth, who keyed in her passcode, pulling up Sarah’s conversation thread with Nell.

Nell 1:03 PM


Wanted you to be the first to know, this press release is dropping tomorrow. Been in negotiations with Pride’s management, and an agreement was finally reached. Couldn’t tell you sooner. —N




Attached to Nell’s message was a press release titled: Philadelphia Freedom Signs Forward Wren Parker.

“Why does Nell always sign her texts?” Beth asked curiously.

“No idea, but it makes her seem like she’s seventy. Thoughts on the press release?”

“None other than I’ll rock, paper, scissor you to choose who has to tell Lily.”

Sarah tapped the enter key, a whooshing noise following indicating the sent email as she turned sideways on the stool. She wrapped her arms tightly around Beth’s middle, nestling her face directly against her chest, muttering into her breasts, “I nominate you tell her, and we just skip to the scissoring part.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Beth laughed, bringing her hand up to release the plastic claw clip holding Sarah’s long, honey brown hair in place. Soft waves tumbled over her shoulders as Beth wove her fingers into Sarah’s hair, tugging gently. “Let’s tell her together today and be done with it.”

To their surprise, Lily’s voice rang out from the doorway behind them. “Tell me what?”

Beth jumped, turning around, Sarah’s arms still loosely around her. “Oh—um, that,” she started, suddenly nervous.

Luckily, Sarah swooped in with an answer in her no-nonsense, straightforward way that Beth had never quite been able to emulate. “Wren was traded to the Philadelphia Freedom, sweetie,” Sarah said simply as Lily took a bite from the pita in her hand.

Beth watched nervously, waiting for Lily’s reaction but she didn’t say anything as she chewed thoughtfully—an unsettling occurrence considering that their daughter nearly always had some quip or witty remark to say about any topic.

“Good for her.” Lily shrugged. “I guess she finished rehab then?”

Beth glanced sideways at Sarah, who met her gaze. “Yeah, she finished two weeks ago. Nate has been helping her with the transition.”

Lily took another bite, nodding. “Have you talked to her, Mom?”

Beth felt Sarah’s sudden inhale before she responded to Lily’s question. “I haven’t. Not since we saw her last month. Nate and Nell have been giving me updates, but I can tell them to stop if that makes you uncomfortable⁠—”

Lily cut Sarah off sharply. “I don’t care if you talk to her.” She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “I know you guys had your own thing going. She trusts you, so, like, I get it. Just…make sure she stays okay.” Lily’s voice carried the tiniest bit of sadness, one she tried to mask in a confidence clearly modeled after Sarah.

Beth’s heart broke for her daughter, knowing what it was like to walk away from someone you loved with the hope that one day things might be different. But she also knew better than anyone that if Wren and Lily were truly meant for each other, they would find their way back just like she and Sarah had.

“So are we packing or what?” Lily said, crumbling the paper that had been wrapped around her now finished pita, clearly trying to change the topic.

“You two are. I unfortunately have a few more work things to take care of back here… Lucky me,” Sarah said, placing a quick kiss on Beth’s cheek.

Lily rolled her eyes as Sarah playfully swatted Beth’s ass as she made to follow Lily out of the studio and back down the hall.

“I forgot about that,” Lily said with a small smile.

“About what?”

“About what absolute dorks you two are together. Like, it’s almost embarrassing.”

A warmth spread through Beth at the verbalization of Lily’s observation because she knew it was true. Being playful with Sarah had always come so naturally to her and was something she was glad was back in her life. “I’m your mother. I was put on this earth to embarrass you endlessly. Consider it payback for all the times you’ve embarrassed me over the years.”

Lily scoffed. “Like I’ve ever been embarrassing.”

The two giggled, spilling into the kitchen. “Sure, whatever you say, love.” Beth bumped her hip against Lily’s, reaching down to a stack of cardboard boxes Sarah had picked up from the liquor store. “Okay, you take the closet in the front hall, and I’ll start in here?” she asked, handing one of the boxes to Lily.

“On it,” Lily said, bringing her hand up in a mock salute. “Can we listen to music? Anything but Fleetwood Mac, please.”

“Sure thing.” Beth reached for her phone, turned on the music, and selected a playlist she knew was Lily-approved before getting to work in the kitchen.

Beth had just finished packing up the last of the items in the dreaded doom cabinet above the refrigerator, where household items went to die, when Lily’s voice rang out down the hall.

“Mama? What’s this?” she asked, wandering into the kitchen holding a small shoebox in her hands that Beth didn’t recognize.

“Huh?” she said as she carefully stepped down from the top of the stepladder she had been precariously balancing on.

“This.” Lily set the box on the counter, Beth joining her, looking over her shoulder. “It’s a box full of letters addressed to me…except this one. This one has your name on it.” Lily handed her an envelope with her name scrawled across the front, the handwriting making her heart race as Beth took it. “Mine are all numbered. Except this one.” She held up an envelope that said read first in that same familiar handwriting—Jamie’s handwriting.

Lily was already ripping into her letter, removing the contents from the envelope, the sound of crinkling paper filling the kitchen as Beth did the same, the two of them leaning against the kitchen counter, reading their letters in silence.

It was almost as if Jamie had entered the kitchen, standing next to her as she read the letter, Jamie’s voice strong in her head.

Hey stranger!

If you’re reading this, chances are you’re happy.

You asked me once what color I would pick to represent you, and I gave you that bullshit answer about art not really being my thing. But if I had to pick now, I’d tell you my answer is yellow—the same shade yellow of those little crocus flowers that pop up all over the yard every March. The ones that remind you that there are lighter days ahead. You showed me that light still existed in the world beyond my walls, and then you helped me pull those walls down again and again, which I recognize probably got annoying after a while. Your endless optimism gave me a safe place to believe in hope again, and I was never quite able to figure out a way to tell you that. But I have to believe you could feel how much that meant to me.

I’ve never been one for long-winded emotional diatribes—hell, words are hard enough for me—but here I am still going.

Loving you and loving Lily was one of the best things I’ve ever done in my life. Because of you, I got to know what it really means to be part of a happy family. Because of you, Lily, and even Sarah, I know I will never be forgotten. So thanks. (Yes, if you’re wondering, this does feel awkward to write. But hey, look at me expressing myself.)

I do have one last ask of you, and I promise it involves absolutely nothing athletic—unless you’re into that by the time you’re reading this—but my ask is this: Go live a life that sets your soul on fire. Live a life so full of love and happiness and lightness that everyone else around you can’t help but be a little jealous. Shine bright—you deserve it. Thanks for the adventure of a lifetime, now go have some new ones.

Love,

J

Time felt frozen as Beth read and re-read the letter from Jamie, her thoughts scattering into a thousand different directions.

Sarah’s voice carried down the hall as she entered the kitchen. “All done with work, how can I…”

“Mom,” Lily said uneasily, handing her letter over to Sarah. “Does this mean what I think it means?”

Beth watched as Sarah’s eyes flicked over the letter, rapidly digesting its contents, but what caught her attention was the ghost of a smile playing on her lips.

“If what you think it means is that Jamie left you the house in Oregon, then yes. It means what you think it means,” Sarah said, her eyes catching the afternoon light pouring through the windows into the kitchen.

“I’m sorry, what?” Beth said, as Lily spoke at the same time.

“What am I supposed to do with a house?”

Sarah handed the letter back to Lily, who took it with a raised eyebrow.

“Oh, there are a lot of options, sweetie. Good thing we have such a long car ride next week to go through them all.” Sarah winked.

“Lily, why don’t you go put that box with your other important things downstairs?” Beth suggested, waiting until Lily was out of earshot before turning to Sarah. “Convenient how a shoebox full of letters from Jamie appears right as we’re packing to move. I know for a fact that specific shoe box has never been in the hall closet.”

Sarah grinned, biting her lower lip. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She shrugged, reaching out to take each of Beth’s hands in hers, pulling her forward as she wrapped them around her waist, before asking, “Did you get what you needed from your letter?”

“How?” Beth whispered her question, looking up into Sarah’s hazel eyes.

“Jamie came to me with a problem. I helped her fix it. That’s all you need to know.” She shrugged again, leaning down to place the softest kiss against her lips.

“So I was thinking,” Lily said, reappearing in the kitchen.

Beth pulled away from Sarah, turning to face Lily as she slid onto a stool across the counter from where the two of them still stood. She pressed her hands against the cool marble surface. “Do share.”

“Can we do, like, a little goodbye night tonight? You know, for us and for, like, Jamie? We can go to all our favorite spots around the island, and maybe we could get tattoos or something. I feel like that’s what Jamie would want to do.”

“Sounds perfect to me,” Sarah said, an easy grin spreading across her cheeks as she looked at Beth, eyes sparkling.

“Let’s go.”

Beth begrudgingly buckled herself into the backseat of Sarah’s car after losing to Lily’s shotgun call, only to have Sarah take Lily’s side, stating simply that all parties involved demonstrated a clear understanding of the rules of shotgun before engaging—no special exceptions made. She rolled her eyes at Sarah in the rearview mirror as she backed out of the driveway in the direction of their first destination: Jamie’s favorite beach.

From the beach, they made their way through town because, according to Lily, “Ice cream was obviously next.” They window-shopped their way down the main street as they each worked through their cones—lavender for Lily and Beth, chocolate chip cookie dough for Sarah.

Beth’s fingers were laced with Sarah’s as they walked a little way behind Lily, who was on the phone, trying to secure their tattoo appointments with a girl named Sabs Jamie used to see whenever the urge for new ink hit her.

“You’re really going to go through with it? Getting a tattoo?” Beth asked Sarah, giving her hand a little squeeze.

“It’s just a tattoo.”

“Who are you and what have you done with Sarah Gallagher?” Beth nudged Sarah with her elbow. “Who was it who threw a small fit when Lily wanted to get her first tattoo? Hmmm?”

Sarah shrugged, stopping to linger in front of the jewelry store window. “I still think sixteen was too young, regardless of Olympian status, but I got outvoted.”

Beth followed Sarah’s gaze to the diamond rings glittering in the display case and before she could stop herself, the impulsive question was already on the tip of her tongue. “Do you want to get married again?”

Without missing a beat, Sarah responded with a smirk. “Maybe someday… If it’s with the right woman.”

Beth laughed as Sarah bumped her hip into hers, the casual contact a reassurance that she was joking. “No, I’m serious. Is that something you want? We haven’t really talked about it. And since we’re all about communication now…” Beth cooed, looping her arm through Sarah’s, leaning against her.

Sarah glanced at Lily, her tongue darting out to lick her lower lip thoughtfully. “One day, yes. But I’m not in any rush.” She brought Beth’s knuckles to her lips, kissing them softly. “I’m enjoying existing in the present moment with you. I have everything I could ever want right here, right now. I don’t want to blink and miss a single moment of it.”

Beth took a step closer to Sarah, bringing her hand up to cradle Sarah’s cheek, thumb brushing over high cheekbones. “Well, love, consider marriage on the table for whenever we do decide to get around to it. You’re stuck with me forever, whether there are rings involved or not.”

She leaned in and kissed Sarah, drawn-out and slow and purposeful, trying her best to reinforce her words. Forever. Forever with Sarah was the dream, and Beth was here living it. Sarah’s lips parted, a small groan filling the back of her throat as Beth slid her tongue along her lower lip.

“Ew.” Lily’s voice interrupted them. “I leave you two alone for five minutes, and you’re all over each other. And in public. I literally can’t take you two anywhere.”

Sarah grinned as Beth slid her arm around her waist, slipping her hand into the back pocket of Sarah’s jeans. “Where are we heading next, love?” Beth asked.

“Tattoos. Sabs was able to squeeze us in. I picked the design and everything.”

“We don’t get to choose our own?” Sarah asked cautiously.

“Trust me. You’ll love it, but let’s go. We need to be on the next ferry.”

An hour later, the three of them ducked into a small tattoo studio with high windows and black ceilings painted with intricate spider webs and large swaths of purple velvet hanging on the walls. A speaker in the corner pumped what appeared to be a heavy metal cover of a popular Taylor Swift song. A bubbly girl with bright eyes, black hair, and black lipstick greeted them as they entered.

“Hi, Sabs!” Lily said, holding the door for Beth and Sarah to pass through.

Beth had met Sabs a few times before, when she came to join Jamie while she had more elaborate pieces done.

“I love the purple,” Beth said excitedly. “I knew it was going to be awesome when you were describing it last time I was here, but wow. You were right, it really elevates the space.”

“I know, right? I’m obsessed,” Sabs said. “Okay, these are going to be quick. I’ve got a client coming in in a bit, so I need the three of you to sign these, please.” She placed three clipboards on the counter. “And Lily, I believe you said something about wanting to do a design reveal?”

Lily nodded eagerly, handing her signed clipboard back to Sabs before pulling out her phone. “I was trying to come up with something that made sense for all of us to get, and I think I figured it out.” She flipped her phone screen around to reveal a single sprig of lavender. “So…what do you think? I mean, obviously, it’s because we love all things lavender—Jamie included—but I also kind of like it because, you know, we all like women.” Lily grinned, shrugging her shoulders.

Beth and Sarah burst out laughing, Beth pulling Lily into a hug. “It’s perfect, love. I’m so down.” She looked at Sarah, who was still laughing.

“I love it. Only you two could convince me to get a tattoo.” She grinned.

“Great, because you’re going first.” Lily smiled wickedly as Sabs motioned to a chair in the middle of the space. As Beth pulled out her phone, she snagged a quick video of Sarah’s horror.

That evening, after the tattoos and after a quick dinner at Pho King Delicious—Jamie’s favorite Pho place—the three of them sat on the dock overlooking the water back at Beth’s house, the cool moonlight reflecting looming shadows of towering pine trees across the water.

The warm breeze swirled around them, slightly picking up the hem of Beth’s skirt. She shrugged, the fabric of Sarah’s borrowed denim jacket moving against her skin.

Her phone vibrated in her pocket, and she pulled it out to see a text from Sarah’s sister, Kelly, responding to the video Beth had sent her of Sarah getting her first tattoo.

Kelly 7:54 PM


Bahahahah! She looks so uncomfortable. I love it. Truly, thank you for sending this—I will cherish this blackmail forever. ALSO! Count me 100% the fuck in on renting your house. I need to get off this boat ASAP. Love you, sis. Talk details soon.




“Who’s that?” Sarah asked, taking a peek over her shoulder.

“Your sister. I sent her the video of you getting your tattoo.”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Of course you did. You two have always been in cahoots.”

“Guilty. There’s something about her chaotic nature that I find cute. But,” she said, drawing out the word, “guess who’s going to be renting my house while we’re in D.C.?”

Sarah laughed, smiling into the breeze as she looked out over the glistening water. “I hope you have good homeowner’s insurance… That’s all I’m going to say. Love her, but Kel is a walking tornado.”

“I think she’s super fun,” Lily said absently, examining her tattoo through the clear protective covering. “I still can’t get over how pretty it is. Sabs did a great job.”

Sarah and Beth each rolled back their sleeves, revealing their own tattoos in the same place, the three of them holding their wrists in a line.

“I kind of love it.” Lily beamed, looking up at them. “It’s like a little family crest. The Gallagher Girls,” she said, smiling widely at Beth, who understood.

“Together forever,” Beth said, looking to Sarah next as she painted this moment into her memory forever.

“Us against the world.”


EPILOGUE
JAMIE


THE WEEK OF JAMIE’S SURGERY

Jamie’s worn black canvas sneakers scuffed across the surface of the damp flagstone pathway leading to Sarah’s front porch. Over the last three years, she had walked the path from the car park to her front door so many times for family dinners, holidays, and, in the past year, since they had started playing pickleball together a few times a week, even the occasional social hangout.

She shifted the small shoebox in her hands, reaching forward to ring the bell. Usually, Jamie would just let herself in, but this wasn’t a planned visit, and the last thing Jamie wanted to do was intrude on Sarah’s time any more than she already was about to.

“Jamie, hey, everything okay?” Sarah’s greeting was cautious, nervous almost, which was understandable given how quickly life had seemed to unfold over the last few weeks since Jamie had received her cancer recurrence diagnosis.

“Hi,” Jamie said a little too quickly. “How are you?”

Sarah’s expression shifted from pleasant surprise to confusion as Jamie lingered on her doorstep, it only now dawning on her that she should say something else since she was the one who had shown up at Sarah’s unannounced. She cringed a little, her voice lacking the confidence she wished were there.

“You free for a drink?”

“Now?” Sarah asked, raising an inquisitive eyebrow. “Of course, come on in.” She held the door open and Jamie slipped inside. “Your surgery is in a few days. You feeling okay about everything?”

“As okay as I can be.” Jamie shrugged, sliding off her sneakers. Her immediate answer to that question was a bit complicated at the moment, but that was why she was here at Sarah’s in the first place. “So that drink?”

Sarah’s eyes flicked to the shoebox in her hands, but if she had a question, she didn’t ask it. Instead, Sarah led her down the hall to the very last door—a room Jamie had never been in before.

Sarah’s study was impressive. Jamie never really understood what Sarah did for a living after she left her law firm, but with an office like this, she must be pretty good at it. The room was cozy and inviting with warm wood tones, comfortable seating, and a large desk flanked by narrow floor-to-ceiling windows that let in the perfect amount of light.

Jamie took a seat in one of the two armchairs in the middle of the room. She flashed a grin when she caught Sarah’s gaze lingering on the shoebox she had set down on the small coffee table. “Don’t worry,” she said, “I’ll tell you what’s in the box in a little bit.”

“I wasn’t worried.” Sarah smiled reassuringly as she opened a small cabinet. “Pick your poison. I have bourbon, gin, tequila, scotch...”

“Bourbon, please… If that’s what you’re having?”

“I am indeed. I’m really only a tequila person when dancing to ABBA is involved, but this feels like a more serious conversation than that.”

The sound of liquid splashing into a glass filled Jamie’s ears as she let her gaze drift out the window, the outline of the downtown Seattle skyline faintly visible in the distance.

“Here you go,” Sarah said softly, holding a colorful glass out to her—the same handmade glasses Jamie had given her for her birthday the year before.

“So you do use them,” Jamie teased, her excitement getting the better of her.

“I do. I’ve grown really attached to them and their inconsistencies and variations. I liked what you said about how making them reminded you to roll with what life hands you. We’ve all been practicing that one lately.” Sarah settled into the chair opposite her, angling her body towards Jamie, taking a breath before asking, “Why are you really here?”

Jamie inhaled deeply, catching the scent of vanilla and charred oak as she brought her glass to her lips, taking a sip. The bourbon burned the back of her throat in the best way, the bite of it moving through her entire body. “I need your help. And I hate asking—it’s important to me that you know that—because I’ve watched for three years as you’ve helped everyone around you literally with any little thing that they’ve needed. I’ve always tried not to add to your plate in that way, but here I am asking for a favor.”

The look of concern on Sarah’s face only deepened as Jamie rambled. “Jamie, what’s going on?”

Jamie lifted her eyes to meet Sarah’s, struck by how the light streaming through the windows seemed to make the browns and greens swirl together in a mesmerizing way.

“I’ve always had this feeling. A feeling like I’m not meant to be here for a long time,” she started, reaching for the words that would help Sarah understand. “When I was younger, I operated from such a place of fear that I would run out of time. That fear lit the fire beneath me to push for my goals while I had the chance. It’s what made me such a good competitor because I had nothing to lose. I cared about one thing and one thing only.” She paused, taking a sip from the glass in her hand.

Sarah shifted in her seat, one leg crossed over the other, head cocked slightly as she listened.

“It wasn’t the possibility of dying that scared me so much the first time I got diagnosed with cancer; it was the thought of hurting the few people I let in—Amanda and Kendall in particular. But, in a morbid kind of way, I was almost relieved. Still scared shit-less but relieved that I could finally stop running. I won the race. I beat the clock. I achieved the only thing I wanted in life—to become an Olympian. How twisted is that?”

“Not twisted at all, I think that’s perfectly understandable,” Sarah said, taking a sip of the amber liquid.

Jamie chuckled. “I knew if anyone would understand, it would be you. I’ve always appreciated that about you—you’re realistic. I get why everyone comes to you for the big things.”

Jamie caught the way Sarah grimaced, raising her own glass to her lips, muttering, “Sometimes it’s a blessing and a curse.”

A silence stretched between them before Jamie spoke again. “Do you believe in soulmates?”

She watched Sarah’s expression closely as she blinked, the question clearly catching her off guard. She and Sarah weren’t really the type of friends who had deep conversations on purpose—an unspoken mutual agreement between them. The few times over the years their conversations had strayed into the deep end, it had been more of a read-between-the-lines situation rather than either of them saying what they meant outright. But Jamie didn’t want that this time.

“You know, I’ve never really given it too much thought, but I think I do,” Sarah said curiously.

“I definitely didn’t, at least not at first.” Jamie laughed. “God, I thought the whole concept was such a load of shit. Like, you’re telling me that of all the people in the world, there is only one other person out there made for me? And I’m supposed to find them? In my list of things I needed to accomplish in life before running out of time, that was at the bottom.” She shifted in her seat, bringing her legs up and tucking them underneath her, making a mental note of the absence of the feeling like she needed to run that usually accompanied a conversation like this.

Jamie smiled, settling back into the armchair. “But I think I’m starting to see things differently. Maybe we’re like a chain of paper dolls, cut in one form, and maybe our soulmates are the people who expand us, growing and strengthening that chain through the connections we make. Some of them are romantic, some are platonic, and some are familial—but all are equally important because, at the end of the day, a soulmate is someone lucky enough to bear witness to our lives in a way no one else does.” She inhaled deeply, carefully choosing her next words. “I’m sure some of this is me being overly reflective heading into my surgery this week, but getting to be a part of this family—to get to experience that kind of love—Beth, Lily, Amanda, you—even Nell in her own weird way—all of you are my soulmates. And it’s been amazing getting to experience that before I die.”

Sarah’s lips parted slightly as she stammered through her surprise, “Jamie—I—that’s—die?” Her glass clinked against the marble coaster as she set it down. “No one’s talking about dying. I thought your team was feeling really positive about this surgery.”

“They are, and I hope that it does go well. I really, truly do because the idea of leaving Beth and Lily—of leaving all of you—” Her voice cracked, a hot prickling sensation burning at the corner of her eyes as she looked away.

Sarah handed her a box of tissues, and Jamie was thankful for the moment to pull herself together. “Sorry.” She grinned feebly. “I told myself I wasn’t going to cry.” She looked back at Sarah, her confidence settling in, feeling more sure than ever about what she needed to tell her next. “I need to have a plan going into this surgery, you know, something for every outcome. I thought you, of all people, would appreciate that.”

“I do appreciate that, but it doesn’t necessarily mean I like thinking about it,” Sarah said softly. “So how can I help?”

Jamie crinkled up the damp tissue in her hands, shoving it into her pocket before leaning forward, reaching for the shoebox on the coffee table between them.

“Thanks for indulging me on the deep stuff, I know that’s not really our speed.” Jamie laughed, trying to force a mood change between them, tapping her fingers against the lid of the cardboard shoebox.

“Well, it’s not like I can say no to you right now. The cancer card is kind of hard to beat.”

“My plan is already working perfectly, then.” Jamie lifted the shoebox and handed it to Sarah. “I need you to take this. If everything goes according to plan and I wake up just fine from surgery, great, I’ll grab the box back, and we never need to speak of this again. But if, for whatever reason, things don’t go according to plan, I need you to make sure Beth and Lily find this.”

“What’s in it?”

“It’s mostly for Lily—just letters of advice I wish I had been able to hear from my mom after she passed away. To be honest, I’m sure she’ll find it equally as corny as she finds me right now.”

“Oh, stop,” Sarah scoffed. “Lily idolizes you, and you know it.”

Jamie grinned. “She’s the best kid, Sarah. I mean that. I’ve loved every moment of getting to be a part of Lily’s life. And I hope I get a lifetime more with her.”

“Me too,” Sarah whispered sincerely.

A quiet followed, and in that moment Jamie appreciated Sarah’s comfort with silences, understanding that a lot could be said without words.

“And for Beth?” Sarah asked after a long pause.

“There’s a—uh—letter in there for her too,” Jamie said, shifting her gaze away to hide the fresh wave of tears building up. She wiped at her eyes, laughing through it. “I’m sorry, I’m—I’m not the best at explaining my feelings, but I think it’s important that you understand.”

Sarah looked at her for a moment, her smile reassuring and open. “I’ve got time, take as long as you need.”

Jamie took a deep breath, eyes darting to the shoebox in Sarah’s hands. “I couldn’t figure out why I survived cancer the first time. My prognosis was less than stellar, and I was ready to die—scared, but ready. I made my peace with that possibility. And I didn’t get why I lived—until I met Beth. Until I met my soulmate.”

Jamie watched Sarah closely as Beth’s name left her lips, watched the way an invisible shield glossed over her gaze. The one she understood was Sarah’s way of saying I’m not here to get in your way. She had always appreciated Sarah’s respect when it came to Beth, something she could have easily withheld.

“Loving Beth has been—it’s changed me in all the best ways, ways I didn’t know existed. And I just, I wanted her to know that…you know, if things don’t go according to plan…I wanted her to know how much all of this meant to me. And how much I ultimately want her to find her happiness. I think that’s something you and I have always shared…”

She let her voice trail off as her eyes met Sarah’s with that same flash of understanding of what loving Beth in that way was like.

“So,” Jamie said, clapping her hands to her knees before standing. “Yeah. That’s it. That’s everything.”

Sarah rose slowly, the shoebox still in her hands. “So you just need me to make sure they get the box? That’s it?”

“Yup. But not right away. I have a feeling the girls are going to need a little time before things start feeling normal again, and that’s when I want them to find it.”

“Normal is incredibly subjective.”

“I trust your judgement.”

They stood there for a moment, the coffee table between them, as Jamie shifted her weight. “So, um, for Thursday. Remember the vibe is upbeat and party. I will not let anyone be sad before I go under. Good vibes only, please. You still working on that playlist?”

Sarah set the shoebox down on the coffee table, side-stepping the piece of furniture and wrapping her arms around Jamie, their height difference making the moment that much more laughable.

“What are you doing?” Jamie asked, her body stiffening in reaction to Sarah’s touch.

“I’m hugging you.”

Jamie’s body relaxed. “We don’t hug.”

“We do now,” Sarah whispered against her curls before pulling away.

She walked Jamie to the front door and Jamie pretended not to notice Sarah wiping at her eyes as she slid her sneakers back on, pausing one last time with her hand on the doorknob.

Sarah spoke thoughtfully. “If you see a white light or whatever. Don’t go towards it, okay?”

Jamie laughed, a feeling of contentment settling over her as she looked back at Sarah. “I’ll do my best. And Sarah, if for whatever reason things don’t—you know—go how I want them to, promise to take care of our girls.”

“I always do,” Sarah said.

The front door clicked shut behind Jamie as her foot met the flagstone pathway, feeling lighter than she had ever felt, knowing that no matter how things went with her surgery later this week, the people she loved most were in good hands. That had always been the most important thing to her.
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BOOK 4 CHAPTER 1
WREN


There were exactly fifty-eight hours, thirty-two minutes, and seventeen seconds standing between Wren Parker and her flight home to Philadelphia—and more importantly, the return to her usual everyday routine. Her flight couldn’t come soon enough.

That was probably a shitty thing to think, right? She should be excited about an uninterrupted weekend to hang out with her friends and celebrate the fact that Julie Jacobson was getting married…right?

Wren’s stomach grumbled; she needed food, just a little something. She shuffled her way down the hall into the expansive kitchen of the ocean-front rental property she was calling home for the next few days.

She spotted a bowl of fruit next to the fridge and expertly plucked a banana from the basket, peeled it, and broke off a piece to pop into her mouth. Water next. It took Wren a few tries, but eventually she found the glasses, filling one and chugging it in one go.

Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, Wren scanned the room, grinning at the sight of penis confetti in various shades of pink dotting the large kitchen island. A black felt letter board adorned with little white plastic letters stating, Bach your ass off—JJ’s getting married! sat on the counter next to a bowl filled with a mixture of brightly colored phallic-shaped bracelets and temporary tattoos.

Coffee, coffee, coffee. The word ran through her mind on a loop as she looked through the unfamiliar space in search of the next item on her list.

A nudge on her shoulder pulled her attention as a takeaway coffee cup was pressed into her hands by Whitney Watson—Wren’s teammate on both the US Women’s National soccer team and the Philadelphia Freedom.

“No coffee maker. I checked when I got here. We’re all fucked.” Whit smiled, lifting the cup. “Grabbed you your fave. One brown sugar maple latte with oat milk. And got this for everyone else.” She held up a to-go coffee box. “I guess this is what happens when the one tea drinker on the team plans the party. Do you think Henley even considered caffeine?”

“Probably not,” Wren said, graciously accepting the coffee from Whit and taking a large sip, the liquid warm and creamy on her tongue.

“You’re up early. Time change messing with you?” Whit teased, reaching forward to muss her hair, which Wren ducked quickly to avoid, but not without getting a solid jab into Whit’s side.

“Unfortunately,” Wren confirmed, taking another sip of her coffee, rocking forward onto the balls of her feet. “I know it’s only three hours, but it’s enough to be inconvenient to my routine, you know?”

“You doing okay with that?” Whit raised her eyebrow.

“Oh yeah, totally fine. Just, like, you know…going with the flow.” Wren wiggled her hand in front of her face, mimicking ocean waves before quickly dropping it, grinning sheepishly. She was being awkward. “I don’t have a bachelorette party routine. It’s like a vacation, you know? It’s hard to relax because you don’t really know what’s happening next. Like I have my daily routine for in season, and the one for off season…” And now she was over-explaining.

“I know it’s different, but different is good sometimes, yeah? You saw the schedule for the weekend that Henley sent around?”

“There was a schedule?” Wren’s grin tugged from the corner of her mouth.

“Wren, you really need to start checking your email.”

“It’s overwhelming.”

“It’s important.” Whit pulled out her phone. “I texted you the screenshot for today’s plans,” she said, and a moment later, Wren’s phone vibrated in her pocket, rattling against a metal tin.

Oh right, meds. Wren had already forgotten why she had even come into the kitchen in the first place. She reached into the pocket of her oversized hoodie, fingers wrapping around the tattered metal tin she kept her ADHD medication in. She thumbed over the vintage pinup girl printed on the lid of the rectangular container—a Christmas gift from Nate the year before—fumbling for a moment before she fished out her dose, washing it down with a swig of her coffee.

“Taking that with coffee is a bold choice.” Whit raised an eyebrow, tilting her head towards the tin in Wren’s hand as she shrugged off her jacket, setting it on the back of one of the kitchen chairs.

God, Whit was such a mom sometimes, but Wren didn’t mind. Instead, she flashed a cocky smile. “I like the turbo-charge feeling.” She caught the annoyed look Whit shot at her that Wren knew to mean you’re pushing it, kid. “What? I got everything on the list. Food, water, meds, coffee—in that order. Honestly, I deserve a medal for actually doing it! I’m holding a good consistency streak.”

Whit pinched the bridge of her nose, closing her eyes. “Yeah, dumbass, you’re just supposed to spread it out a little bit and not do it all in the span of two minutes.”

Wren winked. “That’s phase two of routine implementation. Baby steps.”

“You know, it’s really hard not to like you…even when you’re being a brat. And I think you know that, and I think you take advantage of it.” Whit’s annoyed tone was one she so often took with Wren. And it definitely did nothing to stop the smile that spread wide across Wren’s face.

She laughed, setting her coffee on the table as she pulled her coat on. “It’s part of my charm.”

“Charm. Sure.” Whit rolled her eyes, reaching out to shove her gently.

“When did you get in, by the way? How was the drive from Portland?”

“The drive was good. Under two hours. Very worth it to see all of you and still visit my parents with Jess and the baby. But between you and me, I’m kind of glad to be sneaking away for the next few days. Baby is about”—she checked her watch—“nine hours away from coming down with some mysterious illness.”

“Is Nova still a baby if she’s three?” Wren asked, genuinely curious.

Whit scoffed. “She will always be my baby, Wren, but I guess you have a point.” She looked over her shoulder and down the hall. “Everyone is here except Riss? She’s coming later, yeah?”

Wren nodded, mentally counting off the people sleeping upstairs. “Yeah. I think everyone is here... I need to do a take-two on names because I already forgot JJ’s sister’s.”

“It’s Jenny.”

“Oh yeah, that sounds right.” Wren shrugged. “Anywho, I was going to go take a walk, you know, move my body a little bit first thing in the morning before everyone else is up. Gotta try to keep that part of my routine. And I gotta give Nate a call and check in.” She shrugged. “Wanna come?”

“Nah, dude, I’m good. I’m going to hang out and read. I’m sure Shan will be up soon.”

Wren turned on her heel towards the door leading out to the back deck.

“Don’t forget your coffee,” Whit called after her.

“Right.” She had already 100% forgotten. “Thanks.”

Wren pushed through the door, humming along to the second verse of the same song that had been looping through her head. The chilly bite of December wind whipped around her, stinging her cheeks as she shrugged her shoulders, wiggling the hood of her jacket over her dark curls.

She took the steps down to the beach below two at a time, an easy feat given the length of her legs. She was tall. Like, she should have played basketball tall, but she never quite had the hand-eye coordination necessary. Hand-foot coordination, on the other hand? That came as naturally to Wren as breathing.

The worn boards creaked beneath her feet as she reached the bottom step, timing a little hop perfectly to the music playing in her head, landing in the soft sand. Her feet sank slightly as she looked out at the horizon. It must be low tide; the water had receded, leaving wide swaths of damp sand and rock mixed across lingering tidal pools.

“Big dog!” Wren said, cupping her hand over her phone, hoping it was helping shield the speaker from the wind.

Nate Grant’s easy voice filled her ear as he greeted her. “How’s the west coast, Birdy?”

Wren grinned at the nickname Nate had given her five years ago. “Right now, it’s gray.” She laughed into the phone. “And wet.”

Since moving from Seattle to play for the Philadelphia Freedom five years ago, she hadn’t really come back unless a league game happened to force her to be in the area. Outside of soccer, there was no reason for Wren to be in the Pacific Northwest, not after everything that had happened.

“Run me through your plan for the weekend. Who all is there again?”

“The usual crew. JJ—obviously, since she’s the one getting married—Henley, Shannon, Whit, JJ’s sister, JJ’s college friend, and me. Riss will be here later. And before you ask, everything is covered. Henley and I made sure there are plenty of non-alcoholic options available for the whole weekend. Don’t worry.” Wren quietly awarded herself a point for being so on top of things.

“I’m not worried about that, I know you’ve got it covered.”

Wren smiled—she was absolutely nailing things today. But this was an easy win, and she knew it. She knew Nate was going to ask that question—he was her sponsor after all. Although technically speaking, that had ended once she had received her one-year sobriety chip.

Explaining who Nate was to her was kind of confusing. Like, how was Wren supposed to explain that this person is the best friend of her ex-girlfriend’s mom’s ex-girlfriend, whom Wren, like, kind of used to see a few times a year for like holiday celebrations with said ex-girlfriend, then she went to rehab, and he became her sponsor because he too had gone to rehab? Where the hell was she even to start with that? So yeah, it was a weird connection, but it had stuck. And now, five years later, Nate was the closest thing to a father Wren had ever known.

“Yeah, I know—obviously I have things covered. I just wanted you to know. I think the plan is to hang out at the house today—something about puppies and a magician before we go around to a few different spots for drinks.”

“Wren, for the love of God, do not adopt a puppy this weekend.”

“But what if it’s really cute?” she teased.

“Wren. You travel too much, and I don’t want a dog.”

“Relax, man. I’m not getting a dog. You know I’m a cat person anyway.”

They fell into silence as Wren crouched, inspecting the puddle of water in front of her, the tips of her shoes sinking.

“Try to have fun this weekend.”

Wren’s sigh turned into a laugh. Of course. It was very Nate of him to know exactly what was bugging her already.

“Trust me. I’m doing my best.” She grinned, standing up, the toe of her sneaker sinking even deeper into the pool of water. She hopped away quickly, narrowly avoiding falling into the pool herself. “It’s just stressful sometimes. Like, I’m so good when I’m locked in on my usual schedule, and then it’s like I malfunction outside of that, and it takes me a few tries to recalibrate, and by that time, the trip is done. Plus, I think I’m also just kind of distracted because I’m pretty sure we’re somewhere near where Jamie’s house was, and of course, that makes me think of Lily, and you know how that goes.” She took a long breath. Crap. That was definitely word vomit. “And now I’m just word dumping on you. Sorry, dude.”

“I happen to love word vomit.”

“Ew. Gross.”

“Yeah, sounded better in my head. But I hear you, and you know you can text or call if you need a download or an excuse to step away and get some quiet. But also, these are your friends. Trust that they know and love you by this point.”

“Easier said than done. That’s a work in progress, I’m afraid.”

“Self-awareness without action will be your downfall, little bird.”

“Bro, who are you calling little? I’m literally taller than you.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Okay, fine. We’re at least the same height,” Wren conceded.

Nate’s laughter filled the speaker, warm in her heart. “Sure. Whatever you need to tell yourself. Go hang. Have fun. Call me if you need anything. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

Silence filled her ears as Wren lowered her phone, sliding it into her jacket pocket, and looked out over the ocean, grayness pressing in around her in an almost calming way, as if the earth were reminding her to slow down and take a breath. So she did.

Wren closed her eyes, the salty smell filling her as she breathed in deep, her mind transporting her back to the times she had visited this area with her ex-girlfriend Lily.

Lily.

They hadn’t spoken in five years, had maybe only seen each other twice—definitely by accident, catching each of them off guard and subsequently reverting Wren into the bumbling, awkward version of herself Lily had always managed to bring out.

She wasn’t, like, pining after Lily or anything. That would be sad. But that didn’t mean she didn’t miss having her in her life. It had been one thing for them to break up as girlfriends, but it was the loss of Lily as a best friend that still ached whenever she thought about it.

You deserved it, Wren reminded herself before quickly trying to push the thought down and away. She did not have time for that on top of everything.

She made her way back to the house, her mind still lingering on Lily, wondering why, now of all times, she was popping up, but then it dawned on her. Today was Lily’s birthday.

Cool. Awesome. Why not. One more thing to add to the growing list of things currently stressing her out. Why couldn’t Wren forget these details instead of the practical things like dentist appointments and to drink water?

She slipped through the sliding glass door to the sound of chatter; more people had woken up, all strewn around the couches, sipping on coffee. JJ was in the kitchen, wearing an apron, flipping pancakes while Whit chopped fruit.

“I knew you’d be the first up.” JJ beamed, brandishing the smooth plastic spatula at her. “Sleep okay? Do you need anything? Food’s almost ready. And no, your banana does not count as breakfast.”

“If we’re supposed to be celebrating you, why are you cooking?” Wren asked, answering absolutely zero of JJ’s questions. “I’m good, just went for a walk.” She smiled, sliding onto a stool as Henley Adams tossed a hot pink T-shirt at her.

“Catch, Parker. Yours to wear tonight.” She giggled, her blond curls bouncing as she moved into the living room, passing around shirts.

Wren held the garment up in front of her, reading the big, bold, black letters.

I LOVE COX

“Cute, right?” Whit winked at her, a grin spreading across her lips.

“You know, I think I’m officially too gay for this,” Wren mumbled as Whit giggled, handing her a knife and a cutting board to help her with the fruit. “You’re not even taking Jason’s last name,” she said to JJ.

“Damn straight I’m not. I built my career on Jacobson. But Cox is funny and I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to embarrass the hell out of all of you.”

To Wren’s surprise, she was actually able to put aside some of her overwhelm long enough to have some fun. The magician had been her favorite part so far, and she felt an impulsive urge to research magic tricks, but she fought it and instead tried her best to stay actively engaged and enjoy the day.

She had made it through the planned activities, the built-in afternoon downtime, dinner, and was currently on bar number two of the evening. Their whole crew was sporting the matching hot pink I LOVE COX shirts—admittedly looking ridiculous—but that was half the fun, right? She didn’t know. She had never been to a bachelorette party before and had absolutely zero frame of reference.

“I have drinks,” Whit sing-songed, returning to the group, her voice barely audible over the noise in the bar. “Gin and tonic for Hen, old-fashioned for me, and a Shirley Temple for you, Parker,” Whit said, handing over their drinks. The bar was crowded—not Wren’s favorite when she was someone with lanky limbs who didn’t always seem to have the most control over herself. “I talked to JJ, and I don’t think she wants to stay here very long. Something about an ABBA cover band playing in a little bit and hating ABBA.”

“That’s a hot take.” Wren laughed into her drink, catching herself as someone bumped into her as they tried to slip past.

That kept happening as they continued chatting, all while Wren tried to make herself as small as possible. And then there was the noise. It was overwhelming, but not in a fun way. It was overwhelming in a way that was starting to irritate her. She took a deep breath, reminding herself that this was all temporary and they would be leaving soon. Hopefully.

Wren listened as Whit and Henley caught up. Henley played with JJ on the Puget Sound Pride—the same team Wren used to play on. It had been a few months since they’d seen each other or had the chance to catch up properly.

When they all played for Pride, Wren, JJ, and Henley had become instant friends, and at one point, their friend group had also included Sydney Stone, but that had taken a weird turn and was something Wren tried to revisit as minimally as possible. She was glad when things went south with Sydney; she had at least gotten JJ and Henley in the friend breakup.

“Parker!” The voice of Shannon York, another former teammate of hers, carried across the bar where she stood waving at her.

She glanced at Shannon, then back to Whit and Henley. “I’m going to go see what she wants.” She tilted her head in Shannon’s direction before heading off.

Wren squeezed past people, trying her best not to knock into anyone as she made her way around the bar. She made to take a step around a stocky guy when he leaned back, directly in her path, causing Wren to stumble into the table to her left.

“Hey, watch it! Shit!” A girl’s voice rang out over the sound of tumbling glasses as Wren attempted to catch what she could.

Wren’s hands moved quickly, snagging two glasses that were wobbling, dangerously close to tipping over. The third one, however, toppled, spilling its contents onto the table.

“Sorry, I’m—sorry,” Wren said helplessly, eyes following the spilled liquid, her stomach dropping with the realization of what a mess had been made. She was about to offer to buy the table a round of drinks when her eyes met painfully familiar blue ones.

“Lily.” The name left her lips in one horrified whisper.

Someone had managed to turn down the volume in the room because the only thing Wren could hear was the sound of her heart whooshing in her ears, unable to pull her eyes off of Lily Gallagher. Her ex-girlfriend. Who was here? In this bar? Sitting in front of her? Covered in a drink that Wren had spilled all over her.

Fuck.

“Lily, hi—um. Sorry. What are you? Hi—uh, can I get you—hi.” She fumbled her way through her words clumsily, trying to pick out the correct ones and put them in the right order, but that specific skill seemed to be lost on her.

“Wren,” Lily said her name, sounding equally as shocked as Wren felt. Her blue eyes pierced through her as they widened. “What are you doing here?”

Wren shrugged, looking around for her friends who were suddenly nowhere to be found. “JJ’s getting married.” She shrugged as if that explained everything.

Lily looked at her, confused. “Tonight?”

“No, this summer,” Wren clarified. “Bachelorette party is this weekend.”

“Oh, fun.” Lily looked at her before her gaze flicked to the drink in Wren’s hand. Wren could have sworn there was more Lily was about to say to her—after all, it had been about two years since the last time their paths had crossed. Lily’s hair had been longer then, but now her perfectly light blond waves barely skimmed her shoulders. “Can I?” Lily asked, motioning beyond Wren, who realized that she was trying to get up.

“Oh yeah, of course. Let me just—” Wren stepped out of the way as Lily slid off her stool, slipping past her, not saying anything else.

Wren stood there, feet planted to the sticky bar floor, completely confused. What was that? She looked back at the table to the two girls Lily had been sitting with, neither of whom Wren recognized. She awkwardly fumbled through collecting their drink orders before she moved to the bar to place them.

She spotted Shannon standing in the corner and made her way to join her, JJ, JJ’s sister, and Riss.

“Parker! Did you see who’s here?” Shannon asked, a mischievous glint flashing across her face.

Wren shot her a look that said please don’t, but that had never stopped Shannon.

“I saw,” she said flatly, leaving it at that, not really wanting to talk about Lily, though she was all Wren could think about right now.

“You should say hi. It’s been forever since you two broke up. Put it behind you. Time to be adults about it and be friends,” Shannon said matter-of-factly.

Wren grimaced. “I don’t think she wants that.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, for starters, I already kind of spilled a drink all over her tonight. So that happened.” Wren puckered her lips, taking a sip from the tiny cocktail straw sticking out of her Shirley Temple.

JJ snorted and Riss giggled. Shannon looked at her with an expression somewhere between being embarrassed for her and absolutely delighted by Wren’s misfortune. “Jesus, Wren.”

“I didn’t mean to,” Wren said, trying to explain. She wasn’t sure how she kind of always ended up in situations like these. It was like the universe was out to get her via an embarrassing game of death by a thousand cuts. “It’s not like I knew she was here and purposefully spilled the drink. It was an accident. And then she just kind of took off.”

“She went that way,” Riss said, gesturing with her thumb over her shoulder, where a sign reading All Gender Restrooms hung above the opening to a hallway.

Wren glanced at JJ, then at Shannon. “I should probably go, um, check on her.”

They all laughed.

Shannon looked at her with sympathy behind her gaze. “Try not to do anything weird, okay?”

“I don’t go into these things trying to be weird. It just happens.” Wren thrust her drink into Shannon’s hands. “Be useful and hold this for me,” she said, hooking her thumbs into the belt loops of her baggy jeans and adjusting them before heading off in the direction Riss had motioned.

She followed the hall down away from the bar’s noise to two doors, both covered in peeling black paint and an assortment of colorful stickers with sayings like “Bathrooms are for everyone” and “all we care about is whether or not you washed your hands.” The locks on the doors showed the red ‘occupied’ indicators, and she could hear a sink running behind one of them.

Wren hovered awkwardly at the end of the hall, trying to determine the appropriate amount of space she was supposed to leave between herself and the closed bathroom doors. This was weird. She shouldn’t have followed Lily back here. She was about to turn around when the sound of the lock scraping froze her to the spot as the door opened.

Lily jumped, and it was that moment that Wren registered that she was indeed standing too close to the door. Wren took one giant step back as Lily looked her up and down.

“Crap, Wren. You scared me.”

Wren cringed. Not exactly the reaction she wanted. She attempted to apologize—because she really was sorry for startling Lily—but the words that came out of her mouth were, “You cut your hair.”

It had been the first thing she noticed when she realized it was Lily sitting at that table. For as long as she had known Lily—a decade at this point—she had always had long hair that tended to get caught in things.

“I like it,” Wren followed quickly. “It really suits you. Like, it looks good…really good.”

Lily tilted her head to the side, studying her as Wren tried to send the signal from her brain to her mouth to shut up and stop talking. But a moment later, Lily was smiling at her. “Really? I cut it today, and if I’m being honest, I don’t know if I like it or not.”

“Really? Are you kidding?” Wren leaned back slightly, taking in Lily’s appearance. “It looks amazing. Like, really amazing.” She grinned, but it fell as she noticed a giant wet splotch on Lily’s shirt. “Sorry again about spilling that drink on you. I thought I’d outgrow that clumsiness, but it looks like I’m going to be stuck with it for life, unfortunately.” Wren shrugged, sliding her hands into the front pockets of her jeans. She wasn’t really sure what else to do with them.

A grin stretched across Lily’s face, one that the Wren recognized from all the times she had been the cause of it before. She had always done her best to bring out that smile.

Lily waved her hand between them. “Don’t worry about it. Accidents happen. I just can’t believe that, of all people to have spilled a drink on me, it was you. Here. In Oregon.”

Wren chuckled. “Wild, right? Like, what are the odds?”

“Maybe we should buy a lottery ticket.”

“I don’t gamble,” Wren said.

“It was a joke.”

The lock on the other door turned, and a man slipped between them, apologizing as he ducked his head. Once he had left the hallway, Wren asked, “So, what are you doing in Oregon?”

“I live here.”

“Like, here?” Wren glanced at the ceiling, wondering if there were apartments above the bar.

“No, Wren, I have a house here. Well, it’s Jamie’s old house. She gave it to me in her will. I’ve been fixing it up for the last few years.”

“So you’ve lived here for a while then. When did you leave Seattle?”

Wren instantly regretted asking that, immediately feeling the pull of negative memories that had led to her own departure from the city she had called home—the city where she had met and fallen in love with Lily.

Lily eyed Wren again, tilting her chin up at her in a way Wren had always liked. She had always enjoyed their height difference. But there was a sadness behind those blue eyes this time.

“A few months after we broke up.” And there was the knife—the twisting reminder of everything that had happened with them. “I couldn’t stay in a city where everything reminded me of you.”

Lily didn’t elaborate any further, causing the twisting in Wren’s stomach only to intensify.

She gulped before responding. “I know what you mean.”

More awkward silence passed between them. Tonight was the longest they had spent together in over five years, and Wren didn’t know how she fully felt about it—equal parts excited and like she wanted to throw up.

“Is that why you transferred to Philadelphia?”

Yup. That scale had just shifted directly into vomit territory. “Part of it, yeah,” she answered.

“Only part?” Lily fired back. She had always been quick with her words—exactly like her mom—but time had only seemed to make her faster with them.

Wren fought the urge to respond with a light-hearted joke, something to minimize the slip-up of revealing her deeper feelings. But instead, she reached inside to gather her bravery to tell Lily the real reason she had put in for a transfer away from Seattle. “I couldn’t go back. I needed my support system. You know, after rehab.” There. She did it. Wren addressed the hot pink elephant in the room. “I’ll be six years sober in April,” she added, almost as an afterthought.

Lily’s gaze was thoughtful. Wren held her breath as she watched, waiting for her response.

“That’s really awesome, Wren. I hope you’re proud of yourself for that.”

A small heat flared in her chest, one she hadn’t felt in years but recognized instantly—the feeling of shining in Lily’s eyes. She had forgotten how it felt to be seen by her like that.

Wren grinned, attempting a tone she hoped made her sound cool and put together, something she had always wanted Lily to see her as, but had managed to come up short of in the past. “It’s no biggie.”

More quiet followed. Wren opened and closed her mouth several times, attempting to serve up a topic of discussion that wasn’t just her gawking at Lily like she had been, but no such luck.

“What’s your shirt say? I noticed everyone you came in with was wearing the same one,” Lily said quizzically.

Of course she had to ask about that, Wren thought as she looked down at the hot pink shirt peeking out from under the oversized denim jacket she had thrown on earlier in the evening.

“I love Cox,” Wren said, with as straight a face as she could muster. Be a mature adult.

Lily burst out laughing, a sound that instantly made Wren feel like she was sixteen again, hearing it for the first time.

“You? A lover of cocks?” Lily teased gently, and Wren blushed furiously.

“A lover of JJ at least. And since she’s going to be a Cox and all…” Her voice fell off as neither of them said anything.

“It was really good to see you. I’m glad you’re doing well,” Lily said slowly. But there was that pause again, the space Wren couldn’t help but wonder what Lily wanted actually to fill it with, and why she was holding back when they used to tell each other everything. “I should head out and say goodbye to my friends. Kyle’s waiting for me at home, and I promised him I wouldn’t be out late.” Lily gave her one last look up and down that felt like it lasted forever, Wren trying to hold on to that feeling. She took a step away from her, and then another, moving down the empty hallway, but before she ducked back into the bar, Lily turned on her heel, the ends of her blond bob swishing. “Don’t be a stranger, superstar. My number’s still the same. Text me sometime. Okay?”

Wren blinked, her surprise at Lily’s request and the use of the nickname taking her a few extra seconds to understand—her mind had still been hung up on Kyle’s waiting for me at home.

Who the fuck was Kyle?

“Yeah. Of course. Absolutely,” Wren answered quickly, trying her best to mask how thrown off she had been by Lily’s reveal. “Bye. Tell Kyle I said hi—erm, never mind. That’s weird. I don’t know him.”

Lily shook her head, her grin widening as she turned once more, leaving Wren standing in the little hallway wanting to bang her head repeatedly against the wall out of sheer embarrassment because of all the ways she had imagined how talking to Lily Gallagher for the first time again would go… that was not one of them.
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