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PROLOGUE
BETH


Artistic Odyssey: Beth Walsh’s National Tour “Bare Essence” Concludes with Seattle Showcase

By: Fiona Barrett

ArtToday.com

Stepping into the gallery space in Downtown Seattle, where Beth Walsh’s final leg of her national exhibition is set to open, I am struck by how profound this moment must be for her—the culmination of a whole year dedicated to pushing her art to its limits. The energy from her paintings lining the walls makes the room feel as though it’s alive, vibrating with life. I’ve followed her artistic journey across the United States this past year. I’ve watched her play with her usual contemporary impressionist portrait style and delve deep into the fabric of female identity, sexuality, and expression. With each new collection released, Walsh continues to impress.

Walsh’s paintings are not only visual experiences enticing you to get lost amid every brushstroke; they invite emotional dialogues. Each piece, vibrant with the essence of its subject, tells a story of resilience, beauty, and complex identity. Sitting down with Beth Walsh for an interview before the opening of her Seattle show, I sought to uncover the layers of her artistic journey and the personal experiences that have shaped her captivating series. Here’s what she had to share and what we can expect from the final stop of her national tour.

Fiona: Beth, thank you so much for sitting with me today. I imagine you’ve been busy the last few weeks preparing for your exhibition. I’ve had the pleasure of attending each of your shows this year and continue to be utterly blown away by the sheer volume of art you’ve created in such a short amount of time, all while maintaining quality and impact. Impressive.

As your tour reaches its final destination here in Seattle, can you reflect on how developing new art in each city has influenced your series?

Beth: Absolutely, Fiona. The past year has been a remarkable journey for me. I have traveled around the US to use my art to tell the stories of so many women. I’ve been privileged to meet and portray an array of remarkable women. Each city we’ve stopped in revealed a different facet of female identity and resilience that I tried to capture in the only way I know how: with a brush and a canvas. I feel a sense of completion as I head into the show next week here in Seattle. The past year has challenged me creatively in ways I never dreamed possible.

Fiona: Challenged, you say?

Beth: Yes. I wanted to go big with this tour, so I challenged myself to create new bodies of work for each exhibition this year. There have been no duplicates.

Fiona: Six cities, let’s say ten to twenty pieces per exhibition. That’s anywhere between sixty and one hundred and twenty new paintings this year. That’s quite impressive.

Beth: Thank you. This year has been truly inspiring for me.

Fiona: Inspiring indeed. So, Beth, with next week’s show being your final show in the tour, what can attendees expect to see?

Beth: Well, I don’t want to give too much away, Fiona, so I’ll say that it’ll be unlike any of the other shows. I typically use my art to tell the stories of others, but for this last show, I will be telling my own . . .


ONE
BETH


Under the soft lighting of the Emerald City Art Gallery, Beth stood on a stage, all eyes on her as Sean Cassidy, her longtime representative and friend, spoke.

“Thank you all for coming out here this evening for the final installment of Bare Essence,” Sean said to the partygoers dotted around the gallery. “None of this would have been possible without the absolute brilliance of the artist herself, Beth Walsh.”

At least a hundred people stood before her. Beth had tried to gauge quickly, but she kept losing count.

“I’ve had the pleasure of representing Beth since discovering her years ago, and since that day, it’s truly been one hell of an artistic adventure. Now, Beth, what do you say? Can you give us a few words before we kick things off?” Sean gestured toward her, and a gentle applause rose from the crowd.

She took a deep breath, the sense of accomplishment coursing through her veins. This was it. She had done it. She’d secured and completed a year-long national tour of her art, and tonight was closing night. This night, this huge accomplishment in her career, had been years in the making, and she was electrified. That feeling took over as it spread throughout her body to the tips of her fingers, wrapping her in warmth. Time to shine.

“Thank you.” Beth held a steady hand up, waiting for the gentle applause to die. “Thank you.” She raised her hand, and a hush fell over the small crowd before her. The soft, dim gallery perfectly illuminated and accentuated her artworks’ vivid hues and textures. Shadows cast over the exhibition attendees, obscuring their features, and she felt the unmistakable weight of everyone’s eyes fixed on her.

“Welcome to the final show of Bare Essence,” she said, with a sweep of her arm, gesturing to the canvases on the walls around her. She took a moment—just a moment—to calm her nerves before continuing. “The collection I’ve curated for you tonight is a passionate exploration of the female form, diving deep into the abstract emotions evoked by our bodies and the people we share them with.” The words began to flow a little easier. “It’s not only about what you see, but also about what you feel. The textures, the hidden whispers of intimacy. The unbridled rawness of human desire and how it can build us up, while also illustrating the precariousness of love and longing and the power it has to destroy us. Every brushstroke is an invitation to experience and celebrate the innate sensuality of the divine feminine.”

Beth paused, a smile on her lips. She looked around the room, making eye contact with those faces closest to her.

The ambient hum of the gallery faded as an almost palpable magnetic force pulled her gaze toward a figure at the edge of her view. Amid the cluster of guests stood a woman with dark features and chestnut curls cascading over the sharp lines of a perfectly tailored emerald-hued velvet suit. Their eyes locked, an electric charge passing between them, and for one short moment, Beth felt a small heat rising in her cheeks.

“Dive in,” she said, lingering on the dark eyes that held hers with unflinching intensity. “Lose yourself.”

She felt a familiar pull stir deep within. With a sultry tone, she continued. “And remember, art, like passion, is best enjoyed without inhibitions.”

Beth flashed a confident, mischievous smile, and elegantly lifted her champagne glass in a silent toast to the captivated audience. Still, her eyes never left the brunette. The woman tilted her head toward the crowd’s edge, her lips curling into a subtle, knowing smile. Beth felt her pulse quicken. It wasn’t her imagination, and this wasn’t a passing glance or polite acknowledgment. This was deliberate. Her heart beat faster, her curiosity now impossible to ignore.

As the clapping subsided, the jazz band resumed its performance, its soft melodies floating effortlessly through the gallery. Sean handed Beth a fresh glass of champagne, and she felt the weight of the night finally settle over her.

Conversations filled the room again as people began to mingle, and Beth scanned the space, hoping to see the woman in the suit. She had every intention of walking right up to her and introducing herself. She spotted her, and Beth made to move in the woman’s direction, but a gentle hand on her back guided her toward a small group of gallery patrons.

“I hate to interrupt whatever moment you’re having,” Sean whispered in her ear, a hint of amusement in his tone, “but I need to borrow you. There are a few people I want you to charm the pants off—or at least charm enough to invest in your art. And don’t forget, Lane Walker is here tonight.” He drained the champagne flute he had been holding in one gulp. Beth’s ears perked up at that name.

“Lane Walker is here?” she asked.

Sean nodded, an excited glimmer in his eyes.

“How did you manage that?”

Beth had told herself this night was about celebrating her success, but the reality was clear: landing Lane Walker’s attention could open doors to opportunities she’d been chasing for years.

“I’m incredibly good at my job, darling. Plus, Lane owed me a favor. I saved their ass after that installation mishap at LACMA two years ago, right after they became head curator. I cashed that favor in for you. If you want a spot on the residency program in LA, Lane is the one to impress.”

As Sean led her toward the patrons, Beth glanced back over her shoulder. The woman was still there, her gaze steady and unreadable. Beth bit the inside of her cheek, already making a mental note to find her later. She had to know who she was.

She hated this side of being an artist—all the small talk, schmoozing, and listening to people drone on and on about things she frankly didn’t care about. But Sean was right; this was part of pursuing painting as a career. So she put on her best I’m actively listening face and smiled gently at the older woman Sean had introduced her to. Beth had already forgotten her name. Still, she smiled and nodded as the woman rambled on about all the artwork she had collected over the years.

Beth’s attention shifted the minute chestnut curls crossed into her view. The woman in the green suit. She caught herself stealing glances, her eyes tracing the contours of the woman’s figure before she forced her attention back on the potential patron in front of her. Her mind was spinning, trying to think of a reasonable excuse to get her out of this discussion and free to pursue what she hoped would be an interesting exchange with the brunette.

Her eyes drifted back toward the woman who was unknowingly—maybe knowingly—taunting her through proximity alone. This time, though, the woman was joined by a petite redhead. From Beth’s vantage point, the soft light of the gallery illuminated the brunette’s features, giving Beth a clearer glimpse of her face. Deep-set eyes and striking cheekbones framed her face beautifully.

The redhead must have said something funny, because a slow, easy smile spread across the other woman’s face, punctuated by the most adorable dimples Beth had ever seen. The sight sent a warm, fluttering pull through her, stealing her breath for half a second. Oh, she was in trouble. She was swooning—hard.

“Beth?” Sean’s eyes were on her as he waited expectantly.

She snapped her attention back to the group. She hadn’t realized how long she’d been zoned out.

“Yes. Yes, my apologies. Something you said sparked a creative thought that I allowed myself to indulge for a moment.” She flashed the group a smile. They seemed to accept her excuse without question and continued the conversation.

“Don’t think I didn’t notice what had you distracted,” Sean hissed slyly, as they moved away from the group. “Creative thought my ass.” He shook his head in mock disapproval, causing Beth to smile.

“Can you blame me? Did you see her? She’s gorgeous. And the way that suit fits . . .” She sighed. “Perfect.”

“You’ve always been a sucker for a brunette in a suit. You know what? I say go for it. She’s cute, and you’ve earned it.”

Beth rolled her eyes at Sean. Who did he think he was, trying to give her permission? “Funny, last time I checked, I didn’t need your approval.”

“Well, before you do or don’t do anything, there are a few more people I need to introduce you to before the night is over.”

She threw back the last of her drink, finishing it in one gulp. “Let’s get it over with.”

As much as Beth hated Sean’s interruptions, she knew he was right, but by the time Sean had finished introducing her to his special guests, her cheeks hurt from fake smiling her way through each handshake and resulting conversation. There was only one person left to talk to—Lane Walker, who, every time Sean and Beth approached, seemed to be deep in conversation with someone else.

“I need a break,” Sean declared. The attendees had thinned slightly as the evening wore on, but many people remained. “Let’s reconvene in an hour. I’ll grab you if I can manage to snag Lane. Now go, mingle, and don’t forget, be charming.” She glared at him as he turned and made his way toward the bar, leaving Beth alone for the first time in an hour.

“I’m always charming,” she mumbled, eyes scanning the room carefully, looking for a specific shade of emerald.

Beth spotted her, and she couldn’t help the grin that instinctively pulled at her lips, seeing that this time, the woman was alone. She grabbed another champagne flute from a passing waiter and took a long sip before deciding it was now or never. As Sean had said, she had earned this.

“That one makes you think, doesn’t it?” Beth said softly, taking the last few steps to close the space between them. She nodded toward the painting the woman in the suit had been studying.

The woman turned, meeting Beth’s gaze before letting her eyes sweep over her—subtle, but not subtle enough to miss.

A knowing smile tugged at the corner of Beth’s mouth. It had been a while since she’d been checked out like that.

Yeah, this woman was flirting with her.

“I guess so.” The woman arched an eyebrow and shrugged, then turned to look back at the painting on the wall, sliding her hands into her pockets in one effortless movement.

Beth swirled her champagne slowly as she, too, surveyed the piece, tilting her head slightly and tucking a loose strand of blonde hair behind her ear. She caught the quick glance the woman tossed at her as Beth took in her painting, standing so close their shoulders were almost brushing.

“You know, I don’t get art,” the woman mused, her voice coated in a slight huskiness Beth hadn’t expected. She turned those deep brown eyes back on Beth, shifting her weight slightly.

Beth couldn’t help the way her eyes flicked—just for a moment—to the woman’s lips before she caught herself and quickly redirected her focus back to where it should be.

“Art makes you think too hard sometimes,” the woman said with a teasing smile, those dimples flashing just enough to undo Beth. “Kind of feels like beautiful bullshit, you know?”

The distance between them seemed to shrink, the air charged with an undeniable pull despite the woman’s teasing words.

Beth smiled, spinning the stem of the champagne glass between her thumb and forefinger. “That’s refreshingly honest.” She laughed. “As the artist, I can personally assure you I try to keep my artwork as bullshit-free as possible, but that’s not to say others are as mindful.” Beth grinned playfully, extending her hand to the woman. “Beth Walsh. Nice to meet you.”

“I know who you are.” The woman smirked as she reached for Beth’s hand. “I’m Jamie. Jamie Lyons,” she said, as her smirk melted into a smile, her sharp jawline softening.

Jamie Lyons. The name echoed in Beth’s head. Jamie Lyons . . . Why did that name sound so familiar? Had they met before? Maybe it was one of those names that sounded like a name you’d heard but wasn’t. It had to be that, because Beth would have remembered meeting someone like Jamie. Whoever she was, Jamie was flirting with her, and Beth was flirting right back.

She squeezed Jamie’s hand and felt a surge of electricity between them, their hands lingering, neither in a hurry to let go.

The look Jamie gave her dared Beth to dive in, sending a spark up her arm. For a moment, she was breathless, lost in those velvety brown eyes flecked with amber, glowing like embers under the gallery lights. She took in Jamie’s appearance and God those lips—they seemed so soft and inviting—and Beth couldn’t help but wonder how they’d taste.

Beth tilted her head toward Jamie with curiosity as she dropped her hand. “So, Jamie Lyons, what brings you here tonight if not the art?”

She watched Jamie slide her hand back into her pocket, laugh, and glance at her shoes. The subtle shyness surprised her. It was not quite what she had been expecting—a departure from the intense, loud personalities Beth was usually drawn to. Something about how Jamie carried herself—a hint of strength and confidence beneath a seemingly shy exterior—piqued Beth’s curiosity.

“I don’t know what gave you the impression that I’m not here for the art, Ms. Walsh.” A playful glint flashed across Jamie’s eyes, making Beth smile. “As of . . .”—she checked the gold watch on her wrist—“. . . two hours ago, I happen to be your newest fan.”

“Is that right?” Beth took another sip from her champagne, and this time, she caught Jamie’s eyes lingering on her mouth. Jamie flashed Beth a cunning smile, like she knew she had been caught and was still about to get what she wanted.

“I’m here with a friend. As wingwoman.” Beth followed Jamie’s gaze across the room to the redhead she had seen her talking to earlier. “She’s got a thing for your friend—the gallery owner. But it doesn’t look like she needs my help now,” Jamie said, lifting a dark eyebrow at Beth.

“No, I don’t think she does,” Beth agreed, eyeing the redhead across the room, deep in conversation with Sean.

“I told her she wouldn’t need me, but she insisted I come along. I got back to town a few days ago. It’s been a while since I’ve been in the area.”

“Back? Are you from here, then?”

“Yup. Grew up in the area. Staying for a few months to help my friend out, and then I’m out of here.”

For a moment, Beth’s smile flickered as the reality hit her. Jamie was only passing through. The thought of a no-strings fling sparked a tempting thrill: simple, uncomplicated, and exactly what she needed. But beneath that was a softer, unexpected ache. This connection—sharp, electric—felt too rare to ignore. She shook the thought off. Now was not the time to dive into anything deeper. This was supposed to be her time to celebrate herself, her success, and everything she’d worked so hard for.

“What’s kept you away for so long?” Beth asked.

A coquettish grin formed on Jamie’s lips, and Beth was hooked. She was effortlessly expressive, and with every word she spoke, Beth only wanted to hear more.

“That’s a story best told over a nice dinner, and a glass of wine or two. Who knows, maybe you can help broaden my perspective on art?” Jamie’s tone lifted at the end of her thought, leaving the invitation dangling between them. It was an immediate yes for Beth, obviously. Screw one-night stands, pun intended. She couldn’t quell the desire that had been building all evening. Why wait until dinner to have what she wanted? Tonight was about celebrating her accomplishments, and she knew exactly how she wanted to reward herself. She felt emboldened by that thought as a fire coursed through her.

“Dinner sounds nice, but I had my thoughts set on something a little more immediate.” This time, Beth made sure Jamie was watching as she let her eyes trail down the other woman’s body with purpose. Her gaze traced Jamie’s lips, the hint of her collarbone peeking out from under her shirt where just the first button was undone, and down the sharp lines of her suit before snapping back to meet her eyes. How could someone be so effortlessly sexy?

Immediate satisfaction filled Beth as a faint blush spread across Jamie’s cheeks. She flashed a devilish smile at Jamie as she leaned in, her voice dropping lower. “I’d love your thoughts on a new piece I’m working on,” she murmured, her breath warm against Jamie’s ear. “No time like the present to start changing your perspective on art.” Jamie shivered, which only emboldened her more. “You know, to make sure it’s not bullshit.” Beth grinned, pulling back to meet Jamie’s eye.

Jamie, to her credit, didn’t even flinch, but Beth saw it in her eyes—the desire lighting there.

Jamie nodded slowly as that cheeky grin returned, and Beth beckoned for Jamie to follow her. She briefly looked over her shoulder and caught Sean’s eye. He smirked as he lifted his glass to her silently. Of course he’d noticed.

Beth led Jamie away from the party and down a quiet hallway to her studio, which, to her horror, was more disorganized than she had thought it’d be. Easels dotted the room, and scattered art supplies cluttered a small desk in the corner. She rarely worked here, preferring her home studio, but Sean insisted she work here occasionally.

“Are artists always this messy?” Jamie teased, her eyes skimming the room as Beth stepped closer.

She tossed Jamie an apologetic smile. “Think of it as creative chaos.”

Jamie leaned against the desk, her fingers grazing the edge lightly as she turned to face her. “Creative chaos, huh?” she murmured, eyes flicking between her and the mess of scattered supplies.

Beth stepped closer to her, the hammering of her pulse in her ears like a drum. “Yeah. Creative chaos—a place where anything is possible.” Her voice was soft as she held Jamie’s dark, intense gaze that, in that moment, made her feel unmoored.

Stop overthinking it, she told herself. Lean in and kiss her. She could feel the electricity in the air between them, crackling, waiting to ignite.

Jamie tilted her head, her lips curling into a faint, almost imperceptible smile as her eyes dropped to Beth’s mouth. “You’re thinking too hard,” she said quietly, teasing her.

“Is it that obvious?” Beth cringed at the nervous laugh that accompanied her words.

“Just a little.” Jamie’s voice dropped as she took a small step closer.

Beth hesitated as vulnerability warred with desire, but Jamie’s steadiness dissolved any of her remaining doubts. Tentatively, she reached out, her fingers grazing Jamie’s jawline before slipping into the soft cascade of her curls. Jamie’s sharp inhale thrilled her.

Any lingering hesitation between them dissipated, burned away as Beth finally closed the gap. The moment their lips met, a spark ignited, hot and immediate, like a match striking in the dark.

Jamie inhaled sharply, a quiet sigh slipping from her as her hands found Beth’s waist, her fingers curling against the fabric of her dress. The warmth of Jamie’s touch sent a ripple of electricity down her spine, and suddenly, nothing else existed.

Jamie was the first to break the kiss, and Beth found herself momentarily embarrassed at how desperately she had chased Jamie’s lips when she pulled back.

They stood there, breathing heavily, charged air buzzing around them. Jamie licked her lips, her eyes raking over Beth with a hunger that made Beth blush.

“See, that wasn’t so hard,” Jamie teased. “I’ve wanted to do that all night.”

Beth had, too. She’d felt such an immediate pull toward Jamie that she was at a complete loss for how to even begin to explain it.

Her hands found the lapels of Jamie’s jacket, and she pulled Jamie to her, pressing their bodies together.

“Me too, obviously.” Beth basked in the heat of Jamie’s body against her. Her smirk got lost in Jamie’s lips as she kissed her again—slower this time, wanting to really feel the press of Jamie’s lips on hers.

“So, that painting you wanted to show me . . .” Jamie shuddered as Beth’s lips moved on to the exposed skin of Jamie’s neck.

“There isn’t one,” she whispered. “I just wanted to get you alone.”

For a moment, nerves prickled at the edge of Beth’s excitement. This was the point of no return, but how Jamie looked at her—steady, sure—chased away any hesitation.

And then they were on each other again, kissing deep and desperate. The last of their restraint burned away as desire surged between them.

Beth’s hands clutched at Jamie as she tried to stay afloat, but it was a losing battle. She let herself get pulled under by the feeling of Jamie’s lips leaving hot kisses along her jawline, nipping slightly at the skin beneath her ear. It all felt so damn good.

She groaned in appreciation of Jamie’s movements, tilting her head to the side. God, she needed her. Now.

Stepping backward, Beth guided their bodies toward the small couch opposite the desk. Her fingers slipped beneath Jamie’s jacket, pushing it off her shoulders, hands eagerly working on the buttons of Jamie’s shirt. Confidence surged through her as she pressed on Jamie’s shoulders until she was seated on the couch before climbing onto her lap, straddling her. Jamie’s hands slid up her thighs before encircling her waist, pulling her in as their lips crashed together again.

Every nerve in Beth’s body lit up. Kissing Jamie felt electric—a spark that spread through her veins and left her trembling with need. She broke the kiss just long enough to slide Jamie’s shirt off her shoulders, her hands exploring the lean muscles beneath. She had to be one of those CrossFit girls, with how the definition of her musculature was so pronounced.

She gasped as Jamie’s hand slipped into the front of her dress, her fingers tracing the curve of her breast. A low moan escaped her as Jamie’s thumb brushed her already-hardened nipple. The feeling was almost unbearable and completely intoxicating—Beth didn’t want to stop as she ground her hips against Jamie, desperate for more. The flick of Jamie’s tongue sent shivers down her spine as her body arched into the touch.

Oh fuck. The words looped in Beth’s mind like a mantra as Jamie’s fingers moved lower, brushing against her through her underwear, teasing, deliberate. Jamie was in control. Beth couldn’t remember the last time she’d let herself feel this unguarded, this raw.

“Is this what you want?” Jamie’s voice was low, breath hot against her ear as Beth pushed her hips forward, desperately chasing Jamie’s touch. She needed more.

Jamie traced slow, maddening circles over her center, enough to make Beth tremble but insufficient to satisfy. “You want me to touch you so badly, don’t you?” she teased, her tone dripping with confidence.

Beth nodded feverishly, her nails digging into Jamie’s shoulders. “Yes,” she whined. She could barely think, but she didn’t have to. Desperate for more, her body spoke for her, her hips moving instinctively against Jamie’s hand.

“You want me to fuck you like this,” Jamie murmured, dark eyes full of intent as her fingers pressed against Beth’s clit, the fabric barrier still in place. Her entire body jolted at the contact, and even Beth could feel how wet she was.

“Mm-hmm—” she gasped, barely able to form words before Jamie’s hand pulled away.

Beth’s eyes snapped open, a protest rising in her throat. “Wh-what?” she stammered, her voice a mix of confusion and frustration. The loss of contact was unbearable.

Jamie smirked, her gaze locked on Beth’s. “Say it,” she said, her voice smooth. Not a command—a request. “Tell me this was exactly what you wanted when you brought me back here.”

Beth swallowed hard, heat surging through her at the intensity behind Jamie’s dark eyes as she nodded frantically. “Yes. Please. That’s what I wanted.” God, she was practically begging.

But that was all Jamie needed. With a swift motion, she slid Beth’s underwear to the side, slipping two fingers inside her. Beth’s head fell back, a groan spilling from her lips as Jamie filled her, her movements slow and purposeful, making Beth feel every inch of her fingers.

“This okay?” Jamie asked quietly, a tenderness and care slipping in.

She could only nod, breath catching with every deliberate twist as she chased her climax, her body moving of its own accord, meeting Jamie’s hand as pleasure rippled through her. She clapped a hand over her mouth, trying to stifle the noises spilling out. Every curl of Jamie’s fingers sent shockwaves through her, unraveling her bit by bit, and Beth wanted to come completely undone for Jamie.

“Don’t stop,” Beth gasped, her hips rocking faster. The tension coiled inside her, tighter and tighter. She wanted this feeling—this utter high—to last forever.

“Tell me when you’re about to come,” Jamie commanded, low and rough.

She couldn’t focus as her mind succumbed to bliss.

“I-I’m—oh, God . . .” Beth’s words tumbled out in a rush, her release building to breaking point.

“Tell me,” Jamie urged again, her fingers twisting perfectly, and that was it. Beth shattered, her orgasm rolling through her as her body stilled, trembling, and pleasure surged through her in wave after wave. She pressed a hand to her mouth, muffling the groan that threatened to echo through the room as her eyes fluttered shut.

Colors exploded in her private darkness, a new hue for each wave of pleasure coursing through her: brilliant violets and rich teals dotted with bursts of vibrant yellow. Beth let out a soft hum as she floated down, the masterpiece created by her senses fading away. When she finally opened her eyes, her chest was heaving, her skin flushed, and her mind blissfully blank.

“That was . . .” Beth said, struggling to catch her breath. “. . . wow.”

Jamie shifted their bodies, and Beth watched in amazement, her eyes widening ever so slightly when she realized what Jamie was about to do.

Jamie licked her fingers clean, her eyes glinting with wicked satisfaction. “I had to know what you taste like,” she said, her smirk both cocky and devastatingly charming.

Okay, seriously? Was Jamie trying to get her all worked up again? Because, c’mon, a move like that, and that smile . . . Beth was already melting at the thought.

Her own need to feel Jamie overwhelmed her as she reached between their bodies and drove her hand to the waist of Jamie’s pants, unbuttoning them with one swift motion before slipping her hand inside and reveling in the silky wetness that met her fingertips. Jamie tensed beneath her as Beth began to move, and she was slightly surprised when Jamie’s fingers wrapped around her wrist, holding her still.

“Wait . . .”

“Is this not⁠—”

Jamie held a finger to her lips. “No, shh, listen.”

Beth did, and that’s when she heard it. A door in the hall had opened, and the sound of footsteps was growing closer. Her body stilled as she heard the door to Sean’s office open and close before continuing down the hall.

Shit, shit, shit.

She had locked the door behind them, right?

Her heart pounded against her chest as the footsteps stopped outside the door. She pulled back to get up, but Jamie held her still, mouthing, “Don’t move.”

The doorknob jiggled as the person on the other side attempted to enter the room. Thank God. She had remembered to lock the door after all. Beth’s cheeks flushed red as Sean’s voice carried through the closed door.

“B, I—uh—was finally able to get Lane Walker on their own. They are extremely impressed with your work and are waiting to speak to you.” Beth’s cheeks burned as Sean’s voice carried through the door. “I can stall for you so you have a few minutes to wrap up . . . whatever you are currently doing.”

Beth could have sworn she heard his faint chuckle as he retreated toward the party.

Once Sean’s footsteps had disappeared, Jamie let out a low laugh. “I guess we’ve been found out.”

“I’m so sorry. I’m beyond mortified.” At least it had been Sean. Beth would never hear the end of it, but it was a small price to pay after the way Jamie had made her feel. Sean and Beth would undoubtedly laugh about it over coffee tomorrow morning, but she couldn’t say she was excited about his inevitable teasing. She chewed on her lip nervously. “I’m sorry, but I really need to go. Lane is the one person I absolutely need to impress tonight.”

“Hey.” She felt the soft touch of Jamie’s fingers against her jaw as she cupped her cheek. “Nothing to be sorry for or embarrassed by. That was one hell of a time for me. I don’t know anything about this Lane person, but for the record, you have me impressed.”

There it was again—that cocky grin that sent a wave of warmth through her.

“But I didn’t even touch you.”

“Who says I didn’t thoroughly enjoy myself, too?” Jamie smirked. Beth searched her brown eyes and saw only genuineness there. “Guess that gives me an excuse to ask for your number so I can take you to dinner sometime soon. We can get into a bottle of wine, and I’ll share all my secrets.” She winked, then pressed her forehead to Beth’s. Beth leaned into Jamie’s touch, startled by how easy it felt. Too easy. This was supposed to end here, but something about Jamie already felt like the beginning of more.

This thing between them was supposed to be a physical celebration for Beth and all her hard work from the last year. Nothing more. But if that were true, why did she feel a soft flutter at the thought of Jamie taking her out to dinner?

“I’d like that.”

“Great. It’s a date, then. But right now, we need to get straightened up and get you back out to the party.”

Beth climbed off Jamie’s lap. It was only then she realized how thoroughly fucked she looked. She smiled as she tossed Jamie, who had yet to move from her spot on the couch, her suit jacket.

Beth straightened herself, wrapping her black dress around her again and taming her hair into an elegant low bun. The two redressed in a comfortable silence, making themselves presentable, and once again, Beth couldn’t help but marvel at how this moment—post-hookup—should have felt awkward, but even as they gathered themselves quietly, the awkwardness never came.

That devilish smile was back on Jamie’s lips as she slipped her suit jacket over her shoulders. “I, uh, should probably go out first, and then you can follow,” Jamie said, her hand on the doorknob.

She was momentarily puzzled, before realizing they of course would need to rejoin the party separately.

“Wait. Give me your phone before you go,” Beth said. Her fingers brushed Jamie’s as Jamie handed over her phone. “You want my number, right?”

She entered her number under “Bullshit-Free Beth” with a sly smile and sent herself a text so she would have Jamie’s number. Too late to turn back now. The ball was officially in Jamie’s court.

“There.” She smiled. “Don’t make me wait too long for that date.”

“I wouldn’t dare,” Jamie said, with a wink. “Thanks for tonight, Beth.” She leaned in. Before Beth could fully process what was happening, Jamie kissed her swiftly before slipping out the door and back into the gallery.


TWO
JAMIE


Dim morning light pushed through the small windows of Jamie’s converted Sprinter van. Unable to sleep any longer, she stared at the ceiling and listened to the rhythmic drumming of the chilly September morning rain on the metal roof. The sharp buzz of her alarm broke the stillness, her phone vibrating as it flashed 6:30 a.m. She rolled out of bed, dressed quickly, and brewed coffee, the nutty aroma of hazelnut filling the van as she leaned against the wall, briefly closing her eyes. Flashes of the night before rushed back to her.

Jamie hadn’t even wanted to go to the event. Art wasn’t her thing, and she’d much rather have spent the evening curled up with a video game. But Amanda, ever persistent, had dragged her along—which, to be fair, she had fully expected.

Beth, however, was magnetic, poised, and completely unexpected. Something about her felt untouchable, making Jamie nervous. Yet she had approached Jamie, suggested they go back to her office, and then had unraveled completely in her arms.

The memory still thrummed in Jamie’s veins, warm and insistent. Beth’s laugh, low and teasing, had wrapped around her. The way she’d leaned closer, lips casting into that smile as if she had known precisely what she was doing to Jamie. The way their bodies had melted together, soft and unguarded. Jamie hadn’t stopped thinking about the press of Beth’s lips or how her name had sounded whispered in the dark.

For Jamie, sex was easy—fun, uncomplicated, and exactly how she liked it to be. The rest? Not so much. Commitment wasn’t her thing. She had decided long ago that life was too short for all that. But Beth? There had been something real, something electric, between them that made her want to see Beth again, and soon.

A foreign flicker of excitement shot through Jamie at the thought of seeing Beth again. Jamie would only be in town for a few months, after all. Might as well have some fun.

Jamie jumped as her phone vibrated in her hand, snapping her thoughts back to the present moment.

Amanda 6:37 AM


Hiii! Can you pick me up at the ferry terminal in 15 mins? Bike’s in the shop again. I have lavender scones!!!!! Your favorite, so now you can’t say no to me!




Jamie smiled and tossed her phone on the bed as she finished getting ready. For Amanda, her answer would always be yes.

She pulled up to the curb outside the small ferry terminal that serviced Bainbridge Island, the small island across the bay from Seattle, Washington. Amanda stood with her flaming red hair tucked into the hood of her black rain jacket, a bag slung over her shoulder, and a paper bag in one hand.

“Thank you! You’re a lifesaver.” She handed Jamie the crinkled paper bag. “A gift of my undying gratitude.”

Jamie had met Amanda when they were six and taking their first gymnastics class together. They had been quick friends. The fiery, spirited redhead had taken a shy Jamie under her wing, and they had been inseparable ever since, in both life and gymnastics.

Gymnastics had been the one constant in their lives. Jamie and Amanda shared the same goal of making it to the Olympics and were always there to push each other to be their best. That bond only intensified as the years passed and they achieved their dreams of becoming Olympians.

“Last night was fun! Right?” Amanda chirped from the passenger seat. “I’m glad you decided to come out after all. I lost track of you after a while, but I finally got some time alone with the hunk of a gallery owner, Sean.” A flush crept up her neck.

“Yeah. It was fun,” Jamie said, purposefully trying to keep it cool.

“Oh, come on. I saw you chatting it up with the artist! And then you disappeared. Did you get bored and slink off to head back here?” she asked.

“Uh . . .” Jamie tried to decide exactly how much to tell Amanda about the previous night. “Eventually, but not at first.”

The redhead, clearly intrigued, looked at her expectantly. “Spill. What happened last night?”

“You could say I got to know the artist on a personal level.” With a smirk, she added, “But a lady doesn’t kiss and tell.”

Who was Jamie kidding? She loved to kiss and tell, and Amanda was usually her go-to. They’d been long-distance best friends for the last seven years since Jamie had moved away, but Amanda was still the first person—really, the only person—she called when needing a good post-hookup download.

“A lady, huh?” Amanda’s smile was wide now, her eyes bright with excitement. “Tell me everything.”

“There’s nothing to tell. We had a good time, and I got her number so we could maybe keep having a good time until I go home in a few months,” Jamie said slowly, anticipating the reaction from her best friend.

“Jamie Lyons!” Amanda squealed.

“Calm down.” Jamie’s lips twitched as she recalled her night. The thought of Beth—her laugh, her lips, and the way she’d devoured her with those stunning blue eyes like she was a treat to be savored. She shook her head, rolling her eyes at herself. It wasn’t that deep. It couldn’t be. “We got interrupted last night, and I figured since I’m only here for a few months, it could be fun to see her again.” Who was she trying to justify this to? Amanda, or herself? “Can you blame me? You saw what she looks like, right?”

“At least tell me you’re going to take her out on a real date,” Amanda chided.

“Yeah, yeah,” she said, as they pulled into the parking lot of the Pacific Gymnastics Training Center—the gym she’d helped Amanda open two years ago to train future elite gymnasts. “You might be surprised to hear this, but I do actually know how to be chivalrous.”

Amanda squealed again. “I’m sorry, but this never happens to you. You like her—at least enough for round two!”

“Can we please cool it with all the ‘like her’ talk? We’re talking about dinner and sex, not forever. I’m only here for a few months, and then I’m going back to Oregon.” That was their deal. Jamie would stay through the holidays to help Amanda with her new gymnast, then return to her quiet life, away from the world of elite gymnastics. Exactly how she liked it.

“I know. But you know what? I’m happy for you, Jamie. You deserve to be excited about someone. It’s good to see that part of you is still there, even if you want to pretend it isn’t.” Amanda juggled a set of keys before pulling open the door to the building. “And I’m really excited you’re staying for a few months. It means a lot to me that you came.” Jamie rolled her eyes playfully but didn’t answer her as they entered the empty gym.

“The place looks great,” Jamie said sincerely.

Pacific Gymnastics Training Center had been Amanda’s dream, and there was very little Jamie wouldn’t do for her. Despite Jamie’s initial reluctance to open an elite gymnastics training center, given her goal of keeping herself as far away from that world as possible, Jamie had said yes when Amanda pitched the idea to her, but with one condition: she didn’t want anything to do with running the day-to-day operation or coaching. So Amanda took care of all that, and Jamie helped with the financing.

“I was thinking things could use a little sprucing up. Still feels stark in here,” Amanda said, looking around the room while removing her coat.

“We’ll talk about it at our next quarterly meeting.” Jamie winked at her as she dropped her gym bag on the floor and pulled out her water bottle. “Please go easy on me. It’s been a while since we’ve worked out together, and I’d still like to be able to stand when it’s time to meet the new girl.” She tried to recall the name in Amanda’s email, and the girl’s profile. She knew it was a floral name, like Rose or Ivy.

“Jamie! Did you even bother to read the email I sent you?”

“I did! I promise. It’s Ivy, right?”

“Lily. Lily Gallagher.” Amanda let out an annoyed huff. “Ready?”

The pair moved around the gym in a pattern practiced by former teammates: warm-up, then conditioning, a little bit of cardio, and finally, a cool-down. By the time they finished, they were both lying on the floor mats, breathing heavily but high on post-workout endorphins.

“I need to shower before Lily and her parents get here,” Jamie stated, lifting her wrist to check the time.

“Oh, did I tell you? Lily has two moms! See, lesbians are out there. In the wild. Procreating. You could be one of them, too, if that’s something you want.” Amanda earned herself an impressive eye roll. “Kidding, but also not. Just want you to know that you have options.”

Jamie ignored her, pivoting the conversation back to Lily instead.

“I still don’t understand how you convinced her parents to drop her coach mid-season. Where was she training again?”

“Cascade Gymnastics Academy,” Amanda said nonchalantly, purposefully not making eye contact.

Jamie frowned. “Wait, Cascade as in CGA, as in Kendall Varner’s gym?”

Amanda continued to avoid her gaze. “Yeah. Look, I know how you feel about her, but⁠—”

“How I feel?” Jamie snorted. “I don’t feel anything about Kendall. Haven’t in years.” She shifted uncomfortably as she stretched.

Amanda gave her a skeptical glare but didn’t push. “Anyway, Lily’s talent is wasted there, and Kendall knows it. Kendall was the one who suggested I meet her parents. She said Lily needed someone who could handle her potential.”

Jamie blinked. Okay, that was not what she had expected from limelight-loving Kendall Varner.

“She reminds me of you,” Amanda said softly. “Lily—she has the same fire, but she needs someone to teach her how to harness it so she doesn’t get burned by her own strength.”

Jamie reached above her head and stretched her arms, and she couldn’t help the teasing tone that accompanied her words. “You know this ‘small favor’ is turning out to be quite the pain in my ass already.” She tossed Amanda her best displeased smirk before standing.

“Consider it payback for all the times you’ve been a pain in mine.”

Quietly, Jamie asked, “So, are you and Kendall, like, still friends?”

At one point, the three of them had been inseparable, bonded by countless hours in the gym, endless nights of aching muscles, and dreams of gold medals. Kendall’s laugh had been as familiar as Amanda’s, which made it hurt even more when things fell apart. Jamie told herself it didn’t matter now. She’d left that world behind. So why did the thought of Kendall knowing anything about her life now make her jaw tighten? None of it mattered. Not anymore.

“Yes, we are, but not like we all were before. We see each other at competitions, and our paths cross every now and then. But before you ask, no, we’ve never talked about you. Not since, you know . . .” Amanda let her voice trail off before quickly changing the subject. A small ripple of guilt tugged at Jamie. “Go shower before Lily gets here with her parents.”

Jamie hoisted her gym bag over her shoulder and headed for the locker room, her strides deliberate even as her mind churned. The past had a way of sneaking up on her and clawing itself to the surface. She’d known this would happen—had braced herself for it—but the memories still came sharp and unbidden. Faces, voices, the hum of a crowd chanting her name . . .

She shook her head sharply and huffed. Not today.

Taking a deep, long inhale, she did what she had always done—shoved that shit back into the tightly sealed box where it belonged. Out of sight, out of mind. For now.

To change her thinking, Jamie let her mind wander back to Beth as she mulled over whether it was too soon to text her. She had said she would, but was it the best idea? She watched as her fingers pulled up an empty message and addressed it to Beth. She grinned instantly at the name Beth had put herself under—yeah, Jamie wanted to do this. Beth was fun, and Jamie needed more fun.

Jamie 8:04 AM


Hey! It’s Jamie from last night. I’ve been thinking about that dinner I owe you.




She swallowed hard and hit send, the pounding in her chest matching her unease. She wasn’t good at this—the beyond-one-night stuff. But there it was. It was out there. She put her phone back in her gym bag and reached into the shower, turning the spray on hot and letting the water heat up.

Her phone pinged in her bag, and her hand shot for it quicker than her brain could process the sound.

Bullshit-Free Beth 8:06 AM


Hmm. Jamie from last night. It’s not ringing any bells. Maybe you could jog my memory . . .




Jamie grinned down at the screen. If this is how Beth wanted to play it, she could dish it right back to her. She thought momentarily about what she wanted to send back before her fingers rushed over the keys.

Jamie 8:07 AM


The same Jamie who had you whispering my name over and over and over. I’m pretty sure I have marks on my shoulder from your fingernails. Sound familiar?




Three dots appeared on her screen instantly. Good. She had Beth’s attention.

Bullshit-Free Beth 8:08 AM


Consider my memory fully jogged ;) Not that it needed jogging. Have you only been thinking about dinner? Because I’ve been thinking about dinner and maybe a little dessert.




Jamie grinned like an idiot. She could feel it, but she didn’t care. She liked how playful Beth was. She was fun to flirt with.

Jamie 8:09 AM


I might be considering dessert too ;p Let’s start with dinner and see where things go.




Bullshit-Free Beth 8:11 AM


Dinner sounds great. I’m running late to a meeting this morning, but how about I text you this evening, and we can figure out when?




Jamie 8:12 AM


Sounds good! Hope you make it to your meeting on time.




Smiling, Jamie placed her phone back in her bag. Not only had Beth said yes to dinner, but she had also been thinking about a repeat performance of last night. Good to know they were on the same page. The longer she let her mind linger on what “dessert” could entail, the more that familiar twinge between her thighs grew. Shaking her head, she turned the shower to cold. Beth was supposed to be fun. Nothing more. So why did it already feel like Beth could be trouble?

Jamie quickly dried herself off with a towel, tapping her phone once to check the time. She still had a few minutes. She stepped into a clean pair of joggers and pulled on a T-shirt with the PGTC branding splashed across the front before taming her dark curls back into a bun, away from her face. She checked her reflection in the mirror briefly before heading to the parents viewing area to meet Lily.

A tall woman stood with her back to the door. Her white button-down shirt—impeccable and crisp—contrasted starkly against the expansive glass, her sleeves rolled up practically to reveal toned forearms. She had tucked the shirt into a pair of high-waisted navy trousers, with a brown leather belt that Jamie surmised was a quiet statement of wealth. It was the sort of accessory that didn’t scream its value but quietly hinted at luxury.

Beside her was a teenager, her blonde hair and athletic gear contrasting against her mother’s polished appearance. A bag hung over the teen’s shoulder as they leaned into the glass, fingers pointing out the gym’s various equipment. The two talked in hushed voices as they gestured to different apparatuses below, meeting their eyes with smiles as Amanda and Jamie approached.

“Lily, Sarah. It’s so nice to see you both again,” Amanda said warmly, drawing two pairs of eyes toward them as they entered the room.

“Amanda! It’s good to see you.” Sarah held out her hand and shook Amanda’s before turning to Jamie. “And you must be Jamie Lyons. Amanda has told us all about you. We’re big fans in the Gallagher household.” She offered her hand to shake.

Sarah carried an air of refined sophistication, her appearance exuding an effortless class. Her golden-brown hair with hints of auburn cascaded in gentle waves past her shoulders, framing a heart-shaped face. Freckles dusted her complexion, and penetrating hazel eyes, softened by the slight wrinkling at the corners, met Jamie’s as they shook hands.

“Very nice to meet you,” she said, returning the firm handshake. She turned to the teen. “And you must be Lily. I’m especially excited to meet you.”

Lily straightened her shoulders, mirroring her mother’s collectedness, and offered her hand to Jamie.

“It’s amazing to meet you. I’m really excited to learn from you and be a part of this gym,” Lily said.

“We’re thrilled to have you joining our little gym family, Lily,” Amanda added. “We have a few things to review with you and your moms, but then we’ll hit the mats and have a little fun today. Are we waiting for one more?”

As if on cue, footsteps climbing the stairs echoed beyond the door. A breezy voice came from behind them. “Oh, that’s me. Sorry I’m late.”

Jamie froze.

She knew that voice.

Their eyes connected first, and it took Jamie’s brain a moment to put all the pieces together.

She knew those eyes. She had spent considerable time the night before watching them darken with desire as her fingers had danced across that fair, freckled skin. For a moment, neither moved, each staring. A whooshing noise echoed in her ears as her heart worked overtime, pumping blood through her body. Jamie willed her lips to move, to say something—anything—but words would not come to her. She stood frozen on the spot. Recognition flashing across her face.

Beth.

This woman—Lily’s other mother—was the artist from last night.

Fuck. This couldn’t be happening. Surely she was imagining this.

Her eyes darted around the group. First to Lily, who was a carbon copy of Beth, down to the freckles across the bridge of her nose. Then to Sarah.

Fuck. Beth was married.

And not just married, but, like, married with a kid married. Married with a hot power-lesbian wife married. Her stomach dropped. Finally, she locked eyes with Amanda, who shared her same surprised recognition and understanding, and shot her a glance that said Holy fucking shit. She took solace knowing that Amanda hadn’t known about Beth either.

“Beth.” The name left Jamie’s lips in a quiet breath, and for a moment, she wondered if she had actually said it out loud.

“Do you two know each other?” Sarah asked, clearly puzzled. Jamie gulped down air. This was not happening . . . This was not happening. It felt like all the air was being sucked slowly from the room. She was suddenly aware of how sweaty her palms had become, an odd occurrence for her because she never got nervous.

“Yes—I mean, kind of. I—” Jamie stammered before glancing at Beth, who had an amused expression on her face.

“Jamie and I met at my exhibition last night,” Beth supplied quickly, and Jamie couldn’t help but notice the reassuring hand she placed on Sarah’s forearm in the way only practiced lovers would.

Jamie felt like she was going to vomit.

“Clearly, we didn’t make the connection as to who the other person was. Isn’t life funny like that?”

How was she so breezy and calm about this? But then Jamie had the awful realization that of course she would be. Beth needed to save her own neck. She was the one who was married and had way more to lose here. Her heart raced even faster.

“You must be Amanda,” she said, extending a hand to her. “I’m Beth, Lily’s other mother.” Beth turned those azure eyes on her. “Jamie, good to see you again.” She flashed that same brilliant smile. “Nice to meet both of you officially.”

Jamie reached her hand out to shake Beth’s and jumped slightly at her touch. That same electric spark surged between them like it had the previous night, and it took all her self-control not to lean into it. She willed her brain to push the flashes of memories of their bodies pressed against each other down and out of the forefront of her mind. A familiar feeling of wanting to crawl out of her skin and run started to set in.

Jamie’s stomach plummeted as the pieces clicked into place. Beth wasn’t a thrilling possibility anymore—she was Lily’s mom. Her athlete’s mom. Off-limits didn’t even begin to cover it.

Worse, Jamie could still feel the ghost of Beth’s touch on her skin, the spark that had flared so quickly between them. Last night, Beth had been just Beth: radiant, magnetic, untouchable in a way that made Jamie want to try anyway. But now?

Now, she was Beth Walsh, Lily’s mother, and the line Jamie couldn’t cross had been drawn for her in bright, unforgiving red.

“You’re late.” Lily glared at Beth, which Jamie noticed. Did Lily suspect anything? No, how could she?

“I’m sorry, Lils,” Beth said, ignoring her daughter’s less-than-friendly tone. She looked around at the adults. “Apologies if I held anything up. The ferry was running a little behind this morning.”

“We were about to get started,” Amanda chirped, with a wave, “so you’re perfectly on time. We have some paperwork to go over with you and your wife⁠—”

“Ex-wife,” three voices said in unison as Beth, Sarah, and Lily spoke at the same time.

A wave of relief crash over Jamie.

They’d all said ex-wife.

Jamie wasn’t a homewrecker, and Beth wasn’t a cheater.

A small sigh of relief escaped her, and the knot in her stomach began to loosen.

“Oh! I’m sorry, I just assumed. Since everyone’s here, we can start with the official welcome. We’ll take you around the facility, show you where everything is, and then head briefly into the gym. Today is about everyone getting to know each other. Transitioning coaches is a process, and we want to make that as smooth as possible for everyone involved.”

Amanda guided the group through the gym, pointing out different things here and there. Jamie lingered behind the group, observing the family. She had learned early on that she could learn a lot about people by watching them, and what she had observed so far painted an interesting picture. On multiple occasions, Jamie had watched Lily shrug out of Beth’s touch or brush her off completely—not in obvious ways, but subtly. However, Lily actively leaned in with Sarah and wanted to be close to her. She watched as Beth resolved to trailing slightly behind Lily and Sarah. Interesting. She filed that away for later.

Amanda had begun talking about their holistic approach to coaching when Jamie’s attention was pulled by a voice in her ear.

“This is quite the surprise,” Beth said softly, making her jump. Which, again, caught her off guard. She was Jamie-fucking-Lyons, and Jamie Lyons didn’t jump. But after the emotional rollercoaster that had been this day, anything was possible.

“Shouldn’t you be paying attention to the tour?” She wouldn’t let herself look at Beth. Instead, she glanced at the other group members standing a few feet away, where Amanda answered questions from Lily and Sarah. Once she was sure they were otherwise engaged, she responded, “Yeah, you can say it was surprising.”

The others started to move forward, but Beth hovered like she wanted to say more. But before she could, Jamie stepped away, back toward the group’s safety.

They pushed through the final set of double doors and entered the gym. High ceilings and clean white and gray mats dotted with pops of purple created a spacious environment for gymnasts to train. On one side of the gym, a wall was lined with mirrors. On the opposite wall hung an assortment of flags: the Olympic flag with its five interlocked rings, an American flag, the University of Washington flag, a Black Lives Matter flag, and a Progress Pride flag.

“Look, Mom!” Lily said excitedly, looping her arm through Sarah’s. “They have the Pride flag up.”

“I can see, sweetie,” Sarah said, squeezing her daughter’s hand.

Jamie appreciated Lily’s excitement at seeing the flag. When they opened, Jamie insisted that the Pride flag be always hung in the gym. That’s exactly the effect she wanted it to have: a visual symbol to all that this gym was a place where everyone was welcome.

“We pride ourselves—uh . . .” Amanda winced at the unintended pun. Jamie tried to hide her laugh, and out of the corner of her eye, she caught the smile that flashed across Beth’s lips. “We know that gymnastics can have a reputation for being a pretty buttoned-up sport with little room for any type of expression outside the rules. We encourage our gymnasts to be completely who they are when they train with us,” she said. “We want everyone who walks into our gym to know that this is a place where everyone is welcome and respected.”

“That’s refreshing to hear,” Beth said, with sincerity.

Jamie’s ears perked up as the word refreshing rolled off Beth’s tongue. Not now, Jamie thought, pushing memories of last night deep, deep down.

“Definitely not something we’ve heard from other gyms before,” Sarah added.

“Now, as mentioned in my email a few weeks ago, I’ve read through all the notes from the doctors and physical therapist about Lily’s recovery,” Amanda said, “but I truly believe that to get her back to competition level, it would benefit Lily to work closely with someone who has had hands-on experience with this injury.”

“That’s where I come in.” Jamie put on her best professional tone and looked directly at Lily. “You and I have a lot in common. I did nearly the same thing to my knee before London 2012. If you’re ready to put the work in, we can help you get back to where you were before. Better, even. Let’s have you go out on the mats so I can evaluate where your starting point is.” Lily headed over to the mats to begin stretching, and Jamie looked first to Sarah and then to Beth. “I’ll work with Lily for two hours, just to give us a chance to get to know each other one-on-one before we dive into things tomorrow.”

“You’re both more than welcome to stay and wait in the parents’ viewing room,” Amanda said, gesturing up to the windows on the second floor.

“I need to head back to the office,” Sarah replied, pulling her phone out and flicking it on.

“It’s the weekend, Sarah,” Beth said quietly. “I thought we were all going out to lunch after this?”

“Big merger coming up. All hands on deck. You know how it is.” Sarah’s tone was brisk, her attention on her phone as she typed. “I already talked to Lily about it. It’s just going to be you two for lunch today.” She tucked her phone away, turning her attention back on the group. “It was nice meeting both of you. I can say this for all of us: we’re looking forward to this change for Lily.” She waved to Lily as she exited the gym.

Jamie saw a shadow of disappointment flash across Beth’s face before she forced a smile, her jaw tight. “Can someone show me how to get back upstairs? I don’t quite remember where the stairs are.” Her question, Jamie noticed, only seemed to be directed at her instead of Amanda.

“Uh—yes, of course. Follow me,” Jamie said, leading Beth out of the practice area and down a hall where the door to the upstairs was tucked away. She pushed through the metal door, holding it open for Beth. The door had barely closed when Beth turned to face her.

“So . . .” Beth said, tilting her head so the blonde strands of hair that framed her face shifted slightly.

“Yeah, that was . . .” Jamie looked at the ground.

“Delightfully unexpected?” Beth offered, cocking an eyebrow at Jamie and stepping closer to her, her voice light and airy.

Jamie stood there, the electric memory of the night before coursing through her as Beth’s grin sparked and spread across her face.

But Jamie didn’t match it. Her morning had been a wild sprint through emotions—from the thrill of asking Beth on a date to the complete whiplash of thinking she’d unknowingly been a homewrecker, and finally to the heavy realization that any potential between the two of them was gone because Beth was, in fact, the mother of one of her athletes. This wasn’t just “unexpected.” It was a downright mess.

“Unexpected for sure,” she conceded, folding her arms across her chest. She knew what she had to do, even if she didn’t want to do it. “I think we should probably cancel that date, though. Since I’m going to be working so closely with Lily, I don’t think it would be a good idea.”

There. Done. Easy.

Those thoughts didn’t make that slight twinge of disappointment go away.

“I’m sorry,” Jamie added, and she meant it. She had been looking forward to their dinner.

Beth’s brow furrowed, confusion etched across her features as she reached for Jamie’s hand. Her touch was oddly comforting in the awkward aftermath of their night together.

“Sorry for what? There’s nothing for you to apologize for, Jamie,” Beth assured her, her thumb brushing Jamie’s hand in a way that should have felt out of place but didn’t.

Jamie resisted the urge to pull away, wanting a few more seconds before reality would inevitably pull them apart. She wanted to tell Beth how excited she had been for their date, how the thought of more time with her made her palms a little sweaty in a way she didn’t want to think about right now.

“If anything, I should apologize to you for putting us in this position.” Beth squeezed Jamie’s hand before dropping it. “I should have recognized your name. Lily has been talking nonstop about moving to this gym and getting to work with Amanda and you. God, it’s her dream to train with her two all-time favorite gymnasts. Last night, when you introduced yourself, your name sounded familiar to me, but it wasn’t until I got here today and saw you again that it clicked. I’ve been so busy with the tour the last few months, and—well—I only ever saw photos or old competition footage of you from when we were younger. And then there you were last night, and God, in that suit . . .” Beth let out a breathy laugh, her cheeks pink. “Sorry. I swear I’m usually more composed than this.” She tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear, glancing up at Jamie with something between regret and hope.

“But now, looking back . . . we shouldn’t have, right? I mean, we couldn’t have known, but . . .” Her smile faltered.

Jamie felt the corners of her mouth twitch involuntarily as Beth rambled. This was not the confident and assured Beth who had approached her at the gallery last night. No, Beth was standing before her now not brimming with confidence, but seeing this side of Beth—a slightly more anxious side of her—Jamie found it incredibly endearing. This side of her was real and raw, and she was showing that to Jamie. She couldn’t quite help the unconscious way her body seemed to lean into Beth’s aura like a moth drawn to a flame.

“Beth.” Her name left her lips softly, quietly, nearly a whisper, before she mustered the courage to say what she needed to say.

“Jamie . . .” Beth’s voice was equally as soft.

“Last night was incredible, but I hope you understand—if I had known who you were, I wouldn’t have let it happen. My focus here is on Lily and helping her get to the Olympics. I can’t have anything distracting me from that.”

The finality of Jamie’s words echoed between them. No dates or what-ifs, just the straightforward reality. Jamie watched as her words settled on Beth’s face. A shadow of something—chagrin possibly—flickered across her briefly before she could replace it with a more neutral expression.

“Of course. Right. I understand.” Beth’s voice shook, her response a little too quick to be believable. Jamie registered the disappointment she tried to mask.

“And you’re okay with that?” Jamie said slowly. “I don’t want you to think I regret last night, because I don’t. It’s just now, knowing what we know . . .” Her words fell away as Beth eyed her.

“We didn’t do anything wrong. We were two adults who consented to a good time. A fantastic time. But I understand where you’re coming from. I would never want to put you in a compromising position.” Beth’s cheeks pinked as she registered the implications of her words, but she continued. “Consider this our secret,” Beth said softly.

The words slammed into Jamie, pulling her under like a wave she hadn’t seen coming. She’d lived enough secrets for one lifetime—dark, suffocating things that lingered like shadows long after they’d been uncovered. The last thing she needed was another one. But as she looked at Beth, with those azure eyes that still made her stomach flip, Jamie could only nod. “Our secret,” she said quietly, the words heavier than she wanted them to be.

They stood in silence a moment longer before Jamie remembered why they had found themselves together in the first place. She cleared her throat. “To get to the parent’s viewing area, go up these stairs and directly across the hall. We’ll spend about two hours with Lily today.”

Beth nodded and began to ascend the stairs.

“Hey, Beth,” Jamie called after her, and Beth turned around a few stairs up, forcing Jamie to tilt her head slightly to meet her gaze. “I’m sorry I called you a cheater.”

“What? You didn’t,” she said quickly, confusion spreading across her features.

“I did.” Jamie smirked. “Earlier, in my head, I totally did.”


THREE
BETH


At seven thirty on the dot, a pair of headlights turned into the driveway right as Beth finished cleaning up from her day working in her small home art studio. She looked out the window, down the driveway lined by trees with leaves beginning to show the faintest hints of their changing hues as September yielded to the crisp fall air that October would surely bring with it.

After a year of traveling across the country, returning home felt oddly unfamiliar to Beth. It was even more peculiar to once again be Lily’s primary home. It had been years since Lily had lived with Beth full-time—not since the divorce, when Sarah got the house in Seattle. They had established a shared custody arrangement. However, given Lily’s rigorous training schedule and the proximity to her gym, Beth had grown accustomed to their weekly Saturday night sleepovers and Sundays spent together.

She was setting out the last of her brushes to dry next to the sink, patting her hands dry with a towel, when the slamming front door echoed from the hall. Then, Lily’s footsteps thundered downstairs, descending into the basement. Beth poked her head out of the kitchen, toward the source of the disturbance of the quiet she had enjoyed all day.

Friday nights had always been family dinner night, a tradition their therapist had suggested after the divorce. For years, Beth took the ferry to Sarah’s, where they’d eat together—just the three of them, or sometimes with friends. Even through life’s changes, they’d kept that routine, because that’s what families do. That was until this past year, when Friday dinners were put on hold as Beth headed out on her tour.

The front door opened and closed again as Sarah entered the house. She paced back and forth in the foyer, one hand on her hip, the other holding the phone to her ear. She spoke quickly and sternly to whoever was on the other end.

“Mitchell, I don’t want excuses. I want you to figure it out. If the presentation is not in my inbox by 8 a.m. Monday, expect a phone call, and trust me when I say you don’t want that.” Sarah hung up the phone and dropped her corporate persona in one swift shift. “Hey. Sorry about that. Mitchell is driving me crazy again. I swear I’m this close to losing it.” She held her thumb and forefinger an inch apart in front of her, and Beth could see the frustration in her eyes.

Beth grinned. “I wouldn’t want to be Mitchell right now.”

A cautious silence lingered between them, heavy with the weight of uncertainties. They were both trying to find their footing, learning once again how to coexist—a dance they had performed too many times over the years. Beth hadn’t deliberately ignored Sarah’s recent invitations for dinner or coffee, but she hadn’t been proactive in returning calls either, unless they concerned Lily. To be fair, Beth’s plate had been overwhelmingly full. She’d been engrossed in the preparations for her final art show, settling back into life with Lily at home, and managing the unexpected integration of her one-night stand, who she very much so had wanted to be a multiple-night stand, into her daily routine.

There simply hadn’t been room for anything else, least of all for navigating the complex waters of her relationship with Sarah. She knew it wasn’t fair. She and Sarah needed to sit down and talk about everything that had occurred over the last year. But talking had never been a strength of theirs.

“I—uh—brought these. Your favorite.” Sarah gestured to the bag slung over her shoulder, which contained two bottles of Beth’s favorite white wine.

Beth had always been quietly struck by Sarah’s ability to effortlessly transition between her roles with an almost disconcerting precision and efficiency. But she wasn’t that surprised. After all, that was so quintessentially Sarah—rigid in her routines, adept at compartmentalizing her life, and always moving calmly but calculatedly. Traits Beth had once admired.

“Thank you,” she said, taking the wine from Sarah. “Lily, my love,” she called down the stairs to the basement. “Come upstairs, please, and help your mom and me with dinner.”

Her words were met with the usual teenage grumbles. She exchanged a quick glance with her ex-wife.

“I meant to text you to give you a heads-up, but she’s in a mood, and before you ask, yes, I did try to talk to her about it, but then I had to take that call from Mitchell.” Sarah closed her eyes and rubbed her brow out of frustration. “Lily, now, please,” Sarah called down sternly, before following Beth further into the house.

Lily joined them in the kitchen in an oversized Stanford hoodie, the sleeves bunched up to her elbows. She must have dug the garment out from the depths of Beth’s closet to claim it as her own at some point, but Beth hadn’t noticed. Beth exchanged another glance with Sarah as they silently decided how best to handle their daughter. She lost the unspoken game of rock-paper-scissors they had been having with only glances.

“Lily.” Beth touched her hand to her daughter’s shoulder. “Headphones off, please. Let’s talk,” she said, miming removing the headphones that Lily had taken to wearing around the house when it was just the two of them, cocooning herself away from Beth.

Lily obliged, but not without making a show of begrudgingly removing her hood and headphones.

“Happy?” Lily placed her hands on her hips, those dark, stormy blue eyes giving Beth a glare that her teenage self would have been proud of.

“Yes. Thank you.” Beth spoke calmly, trying to keep her voice even. “But I’m not so happy about how you’re treating your mom and me right now. I hope you know we’re always here if you want to talk to us. Did anything happen today that you want to talk about?”

She earned herself an eye roll from her daughter, but Lily’s demeanor softened as she slowly let her walls down.

“No.”

“Lily,” Sarah warned from over her shoulder, and Beth closed her eyes briefly out of annoyance. Not helping, Sarah!

“It’s nothing. I had a frustrating training session. That’s all. But I don’t want to talk about it.”

“When you are ready, your mom and I are here if you want to chat.” Beth was fairly confident that if Lily ever did decide she wanted to open up to either of them, it wouldn’t be to her.

“I’m sorry,” Lily said, first to Beth, then Sarah.

“Apology accepted.” Beth searched her daughter’s face for any sign of the deeper thoughts going on in Lily’s mind. Ever since Lily’s injury, Beth had found herself even more worried about her daughter as she chased her Olympic dreams, and the potential pitfalls that could come with it. Lily had been so much easier to read when she was younger, but as she’d grown up, it was clear that Lily’s walls had grown with her, and Beth knew she was partially to blame for that.

“I got to say, team,” Sarah said, her face cracked in a grin, “we’re getting pretty good at this family communication stuff.” Beth looked at Lily, who looked at Sarah, before all three of them burst out laughing.

Their collective laughter lifted the energy in the room. Sarah had always known how to do that.

“Eww, Mom, you’re so cringe,” Lily said, as she opened the fridge.

“Lily, please put your headphones in your room and then help us with dinner.” As soon as Lily was down the hall, Beth rounded on Sarah.

“I wish you wouldn’t do that,” Beth snapped, her frustration getting the better of her.

“Do what?” Sarah asked innocently.

“You know exactly what I’m talking about. That thing where, when I ask Lily to do something and she doesn’t do it, you immediately butt in. It makes it seem like I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m her mother, too, and I don’t need you trying to parent her over the top of me.” She could feel her cheeks going warm.

“Woah, hey. I’m sorry.” Sarah raised her hands. “I didn’t mean anything by it, truly. I think we’re all adjusting to the recent changes.” Beth knew logically that Sarah was referencing the change with Lily’s training and living arrangements, but a small part of her couldn’t help but feel like it was somehow a dig at her for being gone for the past year, even though Sarah had been the one to encourage her to go.

She eyed her ex before deciding that she was being touchy with the extra pressure she felt after her tour ended and juggling their new arrangement.

“I’m sorry. I’m just a little frustrated.”

“You want to talk about it?” Sarah’s hazel eyes sparkled as she touched Beth’s arm, gently squeezing it.

She leaned into Sarah’s touch the slightest bit as their eyes lingered on each other. This was exactly why Beth had been avoiding Sarah. She had always been a little powerless when it came to Sarah’s pull.

“I—”

Lily reentered the room, and Sarah dropped her hand from where it still held on to Beth’s forearm.

“You don’t need to be weird about it,” Lily muttered. “I can see you touching and not think you’re getting back together again. We’re waaaay past that.”

Beth’s cheeks continued to burn as she and Sarah exchanged another knowing glance.

“Let’s make dinner,” Sarah said, ignoring Lily. “Sean will be here soon.”

Beth and Lily eyed Sarah suspiciously, but Beth decided to drop it. She couldn’t deal with any more strangeness tonight.

Beth rattled off to Lily the list of ingredients they would need as Sarah opened the bottle of wine. They had set out the last dish when the front door opened and closed again, and voices called their greetings from the hall.

“Hi, hi. Sorry we’re late,” Sean called out. “I had a last-minute addition. Hope that’s okay.”

“Oh my God!” Beth squealed with delight as she wrapped her arms around the lanky teen who had entered with Sean, pulling her goddaughter into a tight hug. “Dylan Cassidy, you need to stop growing right now. You’re taller than I am!”

“Dylan and Nic flew in this morning. Dylan’s going to spend a few days with me while Nic gets her mom settled in.”

“You have to come over tomorrow night when I’m at Mom’s house, and we can have a sleepover. I’ll catch you up on everything,” Lily added, as the two girls started chatting away rapidly.

They all grabbed their plates and served themselves. Lily and Dylan disappeared to the basement, while Beth, Sarah, and Sean sat around the small table in Beth’s living room.

“So, Sean, how’s the gallery?” Sarah asked, a hint of coolness to her voice.

“The galleries,” he corrected, “are great. Thriving after all the press Beth’s show got. You really managed to impress Fiona.”

Sarah and Sean had always butted heads. While married to Beth, Sarah had at least kept her disdain for Sean to a minimum. After all, he was not only Beth’s friend, but also her manager. But he wasn’t Sarah’s first choice of company, and that is exactly why Beth had invited him over tonight. She needed a buffer.

“Fiona?” Sarah asked.

“Jesus, Sarah. Fiona Barrett. She’s written a dozen articles over the last year about Beth and how wonderful Beth is, how amazing her art is. You can practically feel her crush jumping off the page. I guess you couldn’t find the time to read any of them.” He scoffed, and Beth had to conceal a slight smile that threatened to expose itself at Sean’s words. She loved that he wasn’t afraid to go toe-to-toe with Sarah.

“Who wants more?” Beth asked, taking the last sip of her own glass and grabbing the second bottle of wine.

“Beth, I got a phone call from Lane Walker,” Sean said, then paused for effect.

“The curator of the Los Angeles County Art Museum?” Sarah asked, sitting up a little straighter.

“Yup. They were so impressed with your tour, and after meeting you the other week, they are extremely interested in featuring some of your work in the museum’s upcoming winter exhibit. We’re talking multiple pieces, corporate sponsors, and possible residency programs—everything you’ve been working toward. Looks like the last year of us flying all over the country showing off your work paid off.”

Beth sat there, slowly blinking, processing the words coming from Sean’s mouth. Admittedly, she had thought Sean had been crazy when he approached her with the idea of a year-long, six-city art tour. He had pulled his connections with other art-dealer friends and gallery owners across New York, Chicago, Boston, Los Angeles, Seattle, and even Washington, DC, to set up a series of short-run gallery showings featuring her work to get her name and art out there more than it already was.

She sometimes forgot that Sean was as much of an artist as she was, except his art form was bringing the right people together at the right time.

“Look at you, hotshot.” Sarah winked at her, a smile spreading across her face. Beth knew she was trying to redeem points with her after Sean’s earlier observation about how out of the loop she had been with Beth’s tour success.

“Well, don’t jump the gun yet. Lane wants to meet in a few weeks to discuss details. It’s already on your calendar. But you need to be the one to bring that charm, and, of course, talent.” He smiled smugly and finished off the last of his wine so Beth could pour him another.

Sarah’s fingers brushed against Beth’s thigh under the table, lingering a second too long. Beth glanced up, catching the softness in Sarah’s hazel eyes before the moment dissolved.

“You’re really doing it, Beth. I always knew you had it in you,” she said, with that sincere look that had won her over twenty years ago. Sean made a small sound of disgust, which he quickly hid in a cough, but she couldn’t help but feel a slight twinge pulling somewhere deep within her.

“She hasn’t done it yet,” Sean corrected, oblivious to the moment happening between her and Sarah. “Not until the artwork is hanging on the wall in a museum can we cross this goal off our list.”

“Jesus, Sean, can’t you just celebrate what an amazing thing this is for Beth?” Sarah said, swatting his arm.

“I don’t believe in counting my ducks before they hatch—or whatever.”

This was really happening. A museum was interested in featuring one of her pieces . . . more than one of her pieces. She had worked so hard for this, and for the first time, her dream was within reach.

“I hate to be the first to break this party up, but I’ve got to head back to the city,” Sean said, checking his watch. “Dylan and I should probably leave now to catch the next ferry.”

They exchanged their goodbyes with hugs all around. Beth noticed out of the corner of her eye that Sarah and Sean had instead opted for an unnecessarily firm handshake.

Beth turned to Sarah as the door clicked shut.

“I feel like we need dessert,” Sarah said, clapping her hands together.

“Can we go get ice cream?” Lily called, from the couch where she had plopped down. “From the good place, the one that has lavender ice cream?” While the similarities between Beth and her daughter were few and far between these days, they weren’t entirely nonexistent. They had always bonded over their love of all things lavender.

“Ice cream does sound good,” Beth agreed. “I don’t see why not.”

Soon, the three of them sat on a bright yellow bench outside the ice cream shop on Main Street. The street was alive on a Friday night, full of folks enjoying what was probably one of the last rain-free weekends before the hallmark PNW rainy season started, marking the official end of summer. String lights twinkled above them, lighting up the surrounding benches.

The first time she took the ferry across the bay from Seattle, Beth had been drawn to Bainbridge Island’s quaintness. She preferred the slower pace over the hustle and bustle of the city but still liked being close enough to enjoy all the perks of metropolitan proximity.

As expected, Beth and Lily got the lavender ice cream, and Sarah stood firmly behind her stance, saying that chocolate-chip cookie dough was the only ice cream flavor worth getting.

Lily groaned at Sarah. “But, Mom, after you eat all the cookie dough pieces, you’re stuck eating vanilla ice cream, and that’s so boring.”

“Well, then, I guess I’m boring.” She poked her tongue out at Lily. “And I’m perfectly okay with that.”

Sarah was an amazing mom. Anyone with eyes could see that. From the moment they decided to start a family, Sarah had taken the lead in making their dream a reality, researching fertility clinics, scheduling appointments, and selecting a reputable cryobank. Lists, phone calls, and crucial decisions had all been navigated with Sarah’s typical type-A efficiency.

While Beth had been first to express readiness for motherhood, her confidence had wavered when they actually conceived. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to be a mom; she had always pictured herself in that role and deeply desired it. The reality, however, struck her differently. At twenty-seven, feeling still so young and somewhat unprepared, the positive result of the pregnancy test suddenly framed her own youth in stark relief. But by then, they were irrevocably on the path to parenthood.

Beth took another bite of her ice cream, her gaze drifting to Sarah as she laughed with Lily. For a moment, she let herself remember how Sarah had been the one to step up when parenting felt overwhelming, her steady presence a sharp contrast to Beth’s self-doubt. Sarah had never seemed fazed by any of it. She had always made it appear so effortless—planning playdates, signing Lily up for swim lessons, knowing exactly what to say when Lily scraped her knee. Meanwhile, Beth had stumbled her way through, always wondering if she was enough.

“Look, it’s Jamie!” Lily said, snapping Beth’s attention back to the present moment. Jamie was approaching their spot on the bench with their ice cream. Beth couldn’t help how her eyes swept over Jamie for the briefest of moments. Tonight, her hair was pulled back in a wild ponytail tucked under a faded and worn purple University of Washington baseball cap with a small rip across the bill, a few dark curls framing her face.

Beth wanted so badly to reach out and tuck the one above her right ear back into place, to feel the softness of her curls against her skin again. How was it possible for one person to be so effortlessly hot all the time? How did anyone make going to get ice cream sexy?

Okay, so maybe Beth had made it a point to get into the habit of getting to the gym a little early for Lily’s pickups so she could sit in the parents’ viewing gallery under the guise of watching her daughter, which she was. Still, she might have also stolen a glance (or two, or many) at Jamie over the last two weeks. She couldn’t help herself. Jamie was incredibly intriguing, but she couldn’t put her finger on why exactly.

“Hey, Lily!” Jamie said, her voice matching Lily’s enthusiasm. “Sarah, Beth.” She gave a small nod and a wave as she approached.

A wide smile stretched across Lily’s face, and an equally wide one stretched across Jamie’s, exposing those perfect dimples. Her brown eyes sparkled under the twinkling lights above.

The two weeks since Beth and Jamie’s encounter in the gym stairwell had been quiet, punctuated only by scattered thoughts of Jamie that she couldn’t quite shake. Their brief exchanges—polite acknowledgments, at first—slowly evolved into something warmer, with greetings stretching into inquiries about each other’s day. Despite this subtle shift, Beth was cautious. The memory of Jamie’s clear stance on keeping things strictly professional lingered in her mind, tempering her impulses. She wasn’t eager to risk overstepping, to extend herself only to face potential rejection, even though she wanted to so badly.

Beth could feel her pulse quickening as she unconsciously scooted away from Sarah, where they had been sitting beside each other, their thighs touching.

“What are you doing here?” Lily asked.

“Same thing you’re doing,” Jamie said, wiggling her eyebrows at Lily. “My sweet tooth won tonight. I love the lavender ice cream here.” Jamie looked first at Sarah and then right at Beth. She paused momentarily, and Beth felt like Jamie slowly drank her in. “It’s locally sourced from a nearby farm.”

“That’s my favorite, too! And Mama’s. You should join us!” Lily said excitedly.

“Lily, we don’t want to be rude. Jamie probably has plans,” Beth said quickly.

“Nope, no plans.” Jamie offered Beth a smile, her eyes sparkling in that same devilish way they had the night they met. “I was taking myself out on a little ice cream date. I’d love to join you guys, if you don’t mind?”

“We’d love that,” Sarah said, beaming.

Jamie ducked into the ice cream shop with the promise that she’d return in a few minutes.

Beth felt a cold, sticky trail of melting ice cream winding down her hand, followed by a small plop as a large drop landed on her pants.

“Oh shit,” she said quickly, taking a lick of her melting ice cream. “I need a napkin.” She shot up and entered the shop.

Jamie turned around from the counter and took one long, languorous lick with her cone of lavender ice cream in hand. Beth froze. She couldn’t help how her eyes locked on Jamie’s tongue as it lapped at the ice cream.

“Beth?” She hadn’t realized Jamie had been talking to her as she had let her mind wander to other things Jamie’s tongue could be exploring. “You okay?”

“Yup, just sticky,” Beth said. She flushed. “Sticky fingers. From the ice cream. I need a napkin.” She peered around and spotted the napkin holder on the counter. Reaching around Jamie, she grabbed a few and wiped the remnants of sticky liquid from her fingers.

“You sure it’s okay if I join you? I don’t want to intrude on family time.”

“Why wouldn’t it be okay?”

Jamie paused for a moment before taking another lick of her ice cream, subtler this time, and Beth could have sworn she saw the slightest hint of that playful, cocky smile she had seen the night at the gallery. “I want to make sure I’m not making things awkward for you.”

“It’s fine, Jamie.” Jamie’s name left her lips softly before she could catch herself. “We’re all adults here. I’m fine,” she assured her.

“Okay, then. After you,” Jamie said, holding the door open for her, and they rejoined Lily and Sarah.

They chatted as Lily asked Jamie all sorts of questions. Beth leaned back against the bench, watching her daughter’s face light up as she chatted animatedly with Jamie and Sarah about everything from the Puget Sound Pride soccer team to Taylor Swift. It turned out Jamie was a big fan of both.

“Do you have a boyfriend?” Lily asked, with genuine curiosity. That caught Beth’s attention. She perked up.

“Lily, love,” Beth warned, shooting Jamie a glance that said I’m so sorry.

“What? Do you?” Lily asked again.

Jamie laughed and looked down at the ground before looking up at them again.

“I don’t.”

“Do you have a girlfriend?” Lily asked next.

“Lily!” Sarah warned, her voice stern.

“What? I’m being inclusive!” Lily shrugged, and Jamie laughed.

“It’s okay. I’m happy to answer. I don’t have a girlfriend right now, but I am a lesbian.” Beth, who obviously knew this particular information, watched Sarah, whose shock flashed for only the briefest moment before being replaced with a thin-lipped smile.

“Oh, cool! My moms know a ton of lesbians you could date!”

At that moment, Beth wanted to crawl inside her skin and die of embarrassment. She thought she had put the years of her kid saying embarrassing things behind them now that Lily was a teenager. She’d clearly thought wrong.

Jamie let out an audible laugh. “I’m sure they do.”

“You know what? Lily’s right,” Sarah said cheerfully. “We do know a ton of lesbians. Even if you’re not looking to date, we have some pretty amazing friends. You should come to the next Puget Sound Pride home game with us in a few weeks. I have a box, and a few friends usually attend each game. It would be fun for you to meet some people. You and Beth can take the ferry over together. The next home game is in three weeks. Let me grab your number, and I’ll text you the info.”

Jesus, Sarah. Beth’s cheeks burned with embarrassment. She hoped it wasn’t as obvious as it felt.

“Really!?” Jamie replied. “That would be great! It’s been a while since I’ve been able to catch a game in person. I’ve been living in Oregon for the past few years.” Jamie and Sarah exchanged contact information as Lily finished off her ice cream.

“What took you to Oregon?” Beth asked curiously. She had known from their night together that Jamie had just returned to town. She’d told her as much, but she hadn’t said where she had been or why she had been away, and Beth couldn’t let go of those questions. That had been information they were supposed to discuss on their dinner date—the date that would never happen.

“I’ve got a house down there on the coast. It’s where I spend most of my time these days. It’s my favorite place in the world. There’s something about the gray and how the ocean crashes against the cliffs that helps me think.”

“That’s got to be beautiful,” Sarah said. “I love the Oregon coast. Beth, remember that trip we took there right before we had Lily?” Sarah’s hand gave Beth’s knee a gentle squeeze, and her whole body tensed, her eyes immediately glancing to Jamie, whose eyes were fixed on Sarah’s hand, her perplexation at the touch on her face. Jamie’s eyes snapped up to meet her own as she nodded in response to Sarah’s question. “Some of the most breathtakingly beautiful sunsets I’ve ever seen.”

“What brings you back here? Besides coaching?” Beth asked.

“Coaching for now. I’ll head back to Oregon at the end of the year. Amanda called me shortly after Lily decided to switch coaches. She sent me some footage of Lily competing, explained the situation with her injury, and wanted to know if I could come to help for a few months.”

“Wait a minute. You’re literally only here to help me?” Lily asked suspiciously, slowly making the connection. “Why?”

“Talent recognizes talent when it sees it.” Jamie beamed at Lily. “And hey, you’ve already made strides in the past two weeks.” Beth watched her daughter’s reaction, expecting to see the excitement on Lily’s face at what Jamie said. After all, Jamie was someone Lily fiercely looked up to. Instead, her face fell slightly. Jamie took notice of the shift, too, and shot a glance at Beth. The only person who didn’t seem to notice was Sarah.

“Well, I think I can speak for all of us when I say we’re thrilled to have you working with Lily.” Sarah wrapped an arm around Lily’s shoulders, squeezing her. “We’re going to get our girl to the Olympics.”

“Eww, Mom, stop it.”

“I’m thrilled to be here.” Jamie checked her Apple Watch. “Thanks for letting me crash your family ice cream night, but I’ve got to run. See you guys at the gym tomorrow morning.”

After saying goodbye, Jamie walked back up the main street in the direction she had come from. Beth, Lily, and Sarah returned to the car to head back to her house.

At home, Sarah helped clean up from dinner while Lily stretched in the living room. Jack Johnson played quietly through the Bluetooth speaker. Soon after, Lily announced that she was going to bed, popped into the kitchen to say good night to both of them, and wrapped her arms around Sarah. Then, much to her surprise, around Beth.

Beth let her body sink into the hug for a moment as she soaked it in. This simple act that was so normal had felt forced between herself and her daughter over the last year.

“Good night, Mama. I love you.”

“Night, my love.” She kissed the crown of Lily’s head like she always had since Lily had been big enough to hug her, and for a moment, Beth felt like everything between them would be fine. She glanced around, caught Sarah’s eye, and smiled gently.

Once Lily was downstairs and Sarah was confident she would not return, Sarah asked, “So, should I head home? Or should I pour us another glass of wine?” Her jaw settled into a lazy flirtatious grin that Beth had always been a sucker for. She had been since the day they met in college.

Beth knew exactly what Sarah was asking. Would they fall right back into the same pattern? Friday night, family dinner, Lily goes to bed, a few glasses of wine between them, and they inevitably end up in bed together.

For a while following their divorce, family dinners had been an excruciatingly awkward event as they learned how to navigate co-parenting and their new dynamic as exes. They had each dated other people since the divorce, but neither of their relationships seemed to stick. While time had healed some wounds, allowing them to build a friendship out of the ruins of their marriage, that line between friends and lovers always seemed to be a little bit blurry for them, which always led to Beth finding herself back in the familiarity of Sarah’s bed.

It was shocking to Beth how easy it had been for her to fall back into her old life with Sarah. It was comfortable, like putting on her favorite cozy sweater. She allowed herself to be wrapped up in that feeling and clouded from the reality that their same problems still existed. Inevitably, that same comfy sweater would begin to feel a little too tight and the tiniest bit itchy, until one day, those feelings would finally get to her. That’s how she always felt afterward, but she still found herself coming back to Sarah for more.

She leaned back against the kitchen counter and took Sarah in. Her honey-brown hair fell in effortless waves landing just below her exposed collarbone, where it poked out from beneath her black scoop-neck T-shirt that had been teasing Beth all evening. High-waisted jeans hugged her hips perfectly, accentuating her long, lean legs. When they stood next to each other, Sarah had a good six inches on her, but she had never minded. She gripped the counter and bit her lip as she warred with herself.

Beth had promised herself it wouldn’t happen again. Not after the last time—or the time before that. But here she was, telling herself it was different. Just this once.

Instead, she chose to lean into Sarah as the pull of hungry eyes fell on her. In that moment, all sense of reason and rationality left her. She was a glutton for punishment, but that beat the hell out of rejection, which she knew was bound to happen if she went after what she really wanted.

Beth’s fingers curled against the counter as Sarah pulled her in like gravity. An image flashed in her mind—Jamie’s easy grin, and the way her curls had framed her face under that baseball cap. She shook the thought away, telling herself it didn’t mean anything, because Beth couldn’t have her. But Sarah—Sarah she could have right now.

“Let’s skip the drink,” Beth said, her voice soft but resolute as she slipped a hand around Sarah’s waist, leaning in to her. “We both know where this ends.”


FOUR
JAMIE


“That is the worst idea I’ve ever heard come out of your mouth,” Amanda said, without looking up from the paperwork she was poring over. “And trust me, you’ve had some bad ones.”

“Better or worse than stealing your brother’s truck to go car surfing when we were fifteen?” Jamie grinned as the memory played fresh in her mind.

“I still consider that a good idea, just an incredibly dumb one. Why do you feel like you need to talk to Kendall Varner, of all people?”

Leaning against the doorframe, Jamie surveyed the gym below through the expansive window, her gaze resting on Lily as she prepared for her afternoon session. Positioned slightly apart from Amanda’s cluster of level nine and ten gymnasts, Lily stretched alone. That morning’s one-on-one had been taxing, marking one of Jamie’s most testing moments as a coach.

Despite her best efforts, connecting with Lily had grown increasingly difficult, and Jamie found the frustration unsettling. It wasn’t the challenge that bothered her—she was no stranger to those. Rather, a nagging sensation, a deeper unease she couldn’t quite identify.

The problem was, Lily was talented—incredibly talented—but she was all gas all the time, relying on sheer power to execute her routines and approach. To Jamie, it was evident Lily knew she could nail any move, yet her movements seemed mechanical, lacking the spark of passion that ignites true greatness in an athlete. The kind of fire that transforms the extraordinary into an Olympian. It was this absence that had honed Jamie’s resolve. She was determined to reignite that fire in Lily. This girl had too much talent to waste.

“Something is going on with Lily,” Jamie said. “Have you noticed that?” Amanda finally looked up at her but didn’t say anything. “As much as it pains me to say this, I think talking to Kendall would be a good place to start. After all, she was her coach and worked with her daily.”

Kendall, as in Kendall Varner—Olympic gold medalist, Jamie’s former teammate and best friend, daughter of the US Gymnastics Federation National Team head coach, and Jamie’s first love . . . well, sort of. She held back a grimace as she mentally slammed the lid shut on the feelings threatening to break out of their box.

“I’m sure that will go well,” Amanda said, sarcasm lacing her words. “What are you going to do? Show up at her gym and say, ‘Hey, I know it’s been seven years since you’ve seen or heard from me, but can you give me all the details on your old gymnast?’”

“I figured that would be a good place to start. Worst case, I’ll blame everything on you.” She smiled at her friend, who finally gave Jamie her full attention. “It’s worked for me so far in life. You make an excellent fall guy.”

Amanda shot her a look that was more playful than annoyed. “Jamie, you know I love you, and I fully understand why you walked away from everything when you did, but you weren’t here to deal with all the shit that came after. You pissed a lot of people off, and not only did you piss Kendall off, but you hurt her, too.”

“You think she’s still mad about all that?”

“Are you ever going to tell me what really happened between you two?”

No. Never. Jamie could barely handle reliving the most embarrassing moment of her life in the privacy of her mind, let alone out loud with another person. That was a memory that stayed locked in the vault. The fact Amanda was asking meant that Kendall hadn’t said anything either.

“When did you get so nosey?” Jamie deflected, and Amanda glared at her.

“Around the time my best friend tried to lie to me to pull off one of the most infamous disappearing acts in modern sports history,” she said dryly. “You vanished on everyone right before the Olympics. I mean, shit, you remember how I took it, and I had a heads-up and the whole story, which very few people knew⁠—”

“And I’d like to keep it like that.” Jamie’s words came out more sternly than she’d intended. She rubbed her hands over her face. Jamie had known she’d have to face tough conversations like this eventually. You don’t do what she did and not deserve to get chewed out. It was the price she knew she would have to pay after deciding to end her gymnastics career the way she did—abruptly and without warning. But she had her reasons, and they were no one’s business but her own.

“Look, I’m not trying to tell you what to do”—Amanda totally was, and they both knew it—“but I wouldn’t try to talk to Kendall. What’s the point of stirring all that up if you’re going back to Oregon in a few months? Is it really worth it to open that can of worms? I wouldn’t be surprised if Kendall has nothing nice to say to you.”

“God, I hate it when you make perfect sense. When did you get so wise?”

“When I realized you had no intention of wising up. One of us needed to.”

Amanda contemplated Jamie thoughtfully. “Can I offer some more wisdom?” She knew Amanda was going to, even if she declined. She had always been so perceptive, even when they were kids. Often, she would know what Jamie needed to hear days before Jamie even considered the thought.

“I think your problem is less about Lily and more about you. Think of the mindset you were in coming out of your injury. Think of the trust rebuilding you had to put in with Varner. Lily is doing that with an entirely new coach at an entirely new gym. You two are strangers. I’ve been watching you for the last few weeks, and while you’re very good with her on the technical stuff, have you made any effort to get to know Lily as a person?” She leaned back in her chair, then laced her fingers together and rested them behind her head, leaning back into the stretch.

“Amanda, it’s already October. I’m only here until the end of the year, so I don’t think it makes sense to focus my efforts there. I’m here to help her get her skill execution back to where it must be to do well at the January Glacial Cup. That’s not a lot of time. We really should be focusing on skill development.”

“I disagree,” Amanda said simply.

“Of course you do,” Jamie muttered under her breath. “Am I, like, in trouble? This is starting to feel very boss-employee relationship to me, and I want to remind you that I own half this gym.”

“Not in trouble, but as the head coach here, I reserve the right to provide my coaching staff with feedback, and my feedback for you is to work on trust-building with Lily.” Amanda pulled her hair tie out, releasing the waterfall of flaming red hair over her shoulders. “God, that’s the best feeling, isn’t it?” she mused, as she raked her fingers through her hair.

“Mm-hmm,” Jamie agreed, already lost in thought.

Amanda was right, as infuriatingly perfect as that was. She had this knack for never being wrong, which grated on Jamie more than she cared to admit. She had consciously avoided trying to form any real connection with Lily, rationalizing that there wasn’t much point given she’d be off back to Oregon in such a short amount of time. But deep down, she knew it was more than that. Years of keeping people at arm’s length had left her questioning her ability to forge trust and allow someone else to rely on her. She had never wanted that level of responsibility to someone, not after everything she’d been through.

Then there was the complicated matter of Beth and their one-night stand, which she couldn’t stop thinking about, no matter how hard she tried. And she had tried her hardest.

She tried to box away those feelings for good, to label the incident as something that happened between consenting adults—nothing weird and nothing more. Beth had been clear about that the evening at the ice cream shop in town, and Jamie clung to that solid line in the sand. But as she watched Lily stretch below, the complexity of her emotions loomed.

“I can hear you brooding from here. What’s going on in your mind?” Amanda cooed lovingly, but in all seriousness.

“It’s nothing.”

“It’s never nothing.”

“Are you sure I’m the right person for this?” Jamie blurted out, before her brain could catch up with her mouth. “To work so closely with Lily? Wouldn’t it be beneficial for you to work with her one-on-one more than me?” Jamie couldn’t help the way her insecurities flooded her tone. She didn’t like to be bad at things. She was an achiever but didn’t feel like she was doing well at this. Maybe coaching wasn’t in her nature.

“Nope. You’re the best person for the job,” Amanda said, without further explanation. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

“Thanks for this impromptu performance review,” Jamie jabbed. She looked out at the gymnasts below as they sat in contemplative silence a few moments longer before she spoke again. “I need you to cover for me Friday morning. I have some stuff to take care of downtown.”

“I forgot how annoyingly cryptic you like to be. Everything is okay, right?”

Jamie registered the concern that laced Amanda’s words. “Everything is fine,” she reassured her friend. “Just getting some routine blood work done.”

“Okay. But I swear to God, Jamie, if you’re going to see Kendall, I will personally be the one to kick your ass. I know where you park your van at night. Remember that!”

[image: ]


Friday morning arrived quickly, and Jamie was running late. Jamie was never late.

“Last call for passengers heading to Seattle!” the automated voice blared through the terminal speakers, as Jamie hauled ass to the boat, her powerful strides barely keeping up. She made it, grinning apologetically at the deckhand as she stepped onto the boat and pushed her way into the interior passenger cabin.

The vessel hummed with a gentle, rhythmic vibration as the low thrum of the engine kicked on, and she had to steady herself as the boat jostled around, propelling itself forward on its journey across Elliot Bay. Jamie moved through the interior cabin, scanning the neat rows of turquoise benches for an open seat. Large picture windows gave way to breathtaking views of the vast expanse of water outside. The scent of saltwater, mingled with the faint aroma of freshly brewed coffee from the onboard café, lingered in the air.

As she walked up the boat searching for an empty booth, she spotted a familiar blonde ponytail ahead, the woman it belonged to leaning over something on the table. It was Beth. She was hunched over a small book—no doubt the same sketchbook Jamie had noticed her carrying with her in the gym the past few weeks.

On several occasions, Jamie had caught Beth watching her before she would hurriedly look away, pretending she hadn’t been staring. Jamie had found herself flattered by the attention. It felt good to be seen by Beth that way, and she couldn’t help but play into it like she had at the ice cream shop. But she knew it wasn’t right. Deep down, she knew they shouldn’t be looking at each other like that, not with the undercurrent of unresolved things that still remained heavy between them, and definitely not when Jamie needed to be focused on bonding with Lily. Sleeping with Lily’s mom was not the best way to build trust.

Jamie knew she had to kill the spark—fast—to ensure she could handle the upcoming months without being overwhelmed by her deepening feelings. She knew that given the slightest hint of a possibility with Beth, she would pursue it relentlessly until she got exactly what she wanted.

So, she concocted a plan. She would shift Beth into the friend zone in her mind. It was a simple solution, so evident that Jamie chided herself for not considering it earlier.

Becoming Beth’s friend was the ideal solution. Once she framed Beth in that light, the inappropriate fantasies—like wanting to undress Beth slowly, to explore every inch of her with her tongue—would have to cease. This was precisely why it was crucial for Jamie to shift Beth into the friend zone, and this could be the perfect opportunity.

“Is this seat taken?” Jamie asked, with a smile and an immediate rush of satisfaction as she noticed Beth’s cheeks color with a sudden flush.

“No,” Beth said quickly, her fingers snapping her sketchbook closed before shoving it back into her bag.

Jamie slid into the booth across from her, settling in casually. “You know, we might be setting a record for chance encounters,” she mused, a playful tone in her voice. “First the gallery, then the gym, ice cream, and now here . . .” Her voice trailed off invitingly.

“Yeah, we might be,” Beth softly responded, glancing out the window. “Where next? The coffee shop?”

Jamie couldn’t resist the opportunity. With Beth’s gaze momentarily lost in the distant view, she allowed herself a proper look at Beth—something she hadn’t indulged in since their night together. Over the past three weeks, she’d caught glimpses of her whenever she could, but those brief moments were never quite satisfying. Now, with time on her side in the quiet booth, she was determined to make the most of it.

Beth looked good. The way her jeans hugged her waist, cinched by a sleek belt, a black turtleneck layered under a crisp collared shirt. Jamie’s mind briefly wandered into the realm of fantasy, considering what it might be like to explore beneath each carefully chosen layer. However, she quickly returned to reality, shutting down inappropriate thoughts.

“No gym today?” Beth asked, that cheerful tone emerging again, pulling Jamie back to the present.

Jamie noticed a subtle change as she forced her eyes back to Beth’s face. Beth’s smile didn’t quite reach the corners of her mouth like it did the night they first met, and her azure eyes lacked the sparkle she had come to know. It was as though something, or someone, had dimmed the parts of her that usually shone so brightly.

“I’ll be there this afternoon. I have an appointment this morning.”

Beth nodded, and Jamie was thankful she hadn’t pressed her for more information.

As they chatted, the conversation flowed effortlessly across various topics, and Jamie was surprised by how natural it all felt. Typically, she had little patience for small talk, always preferring to cut through the superficial and dive into deeper, more meaningful discussions. Yet there was something unexpectedly delightful about this simple exchange with Beth, even when the topics were mundane. It made Jamie wonder if perhaps they were meant to be good friends after all. She found herself captivated, hanging on Beth’s every word—she was undeniably magnetic.

“So,” Jamie began, resolving that it was now or never. She needed to get control of their situation before it took control of her. “This is a little weird, isn’t it?”

“Wha—um, no, it’s not weird,” Beth replied quickly, tucking a loose strand of blonde hair behind her ear and straightening her posture.

Jamie raised a skeptical brow.

Beth laughed. “Okay, yeah, I guess it’s a little awkward.” Her gaze flicked briefly to the window before settling back on Jamie. Jamie leaned forward, resting her forearms on the table that separated them as Beth continued. “You know how when you’re thinking about buying a new car, and suddenly you start seeing that car everywhere?” Beth leaned in, too, mirroring Jamie’s posture.

“Wait a second . . .” Jamie grinned. “Are you comparing me to a car? I’ll let you know I’m not for sale.”

Beth burst out laughing, and Jamie felt the tension ease, making her even more determined to bridge the gap entirely.

“It’s a metaphor!” Beth retorted playfully. “I don’t know. I guess you kind of expect your one-night stands to be that—one night—and not become so . . .” She paused, and Jamie could tell she was searching for the right word. “. . . entangled in your everyday life.”

“You’re telling me.” Jamie exhaled deeply. Entangled was the perfect word for what they had become.

“I’m sorry if that sounded harsh. I didn’t mean it to.”

“No, not harsh at all. I get it. It wasn’t on my bingo card either.” Neither of them spoke for a few moments, but Jamie decided to press on. “If I’m going to be entangled with anyone, I’m glad it’s you,” Jamie began, pausing to read Beth’s reaction before continuing cautiously. “It seems our lives aren’t getting any less entangled. I’d like us to maybe work our way up to being friends. We could use a proper introduction, this time without the surprises.”

“You want to be friends?” Beth asked slowly, her confusion evident.

“Yeah, friends. You know, like where I tell you things about me, you tell me things about you, we find we have things in common . . .” Jamie watched Beth’s consideration of the possibility of friendship play out on her face.

“Why?” Beth asked, her voice tinged with vulnerability.

Jamie had plenty of reasons. That she couldn’t stop thinking about Beth and how their brief interactions sparked this weird thing deep in her that wasn’t all about sex; how Beth’s enigmatic presence intrigued her deeply. But she chose not to divulge all that.

“Well, for starters, we see each other nearly every day, we seem to have a knack for running into each other, and I’d like to talk about more than the weather and Lily. I’m actually a great conversationalist, and, uh, Sarah might have added me to your friend group’s Google calendar already . . .”

“Oh my God. No, she didn’t!” Beth responded, with a mix of exasperation and amusement in her tone.

“She did. Sarah’s organized; I’ll give her that. We were talking about the game in two weeks, and next thing I know, I’m on your calendar.”

“That’s Sarah,” Beth said, with a small, fond smile. “She wants everyone to feel included. She has a soft spot for what she calls ‘community-less queers.’” Beth paused, but quickly added, “Not that you don’t have a community, and I didn’t mean to assume you’re okay with the label queer. I wouldn’t want to⁠—”

“Beth, it’s okay. ‘Queer’ feels good, but ‘lesbian’ fits like a glove. I am a woman who loves women,” Jamie said, her words prompting a blush on Beth’s cheeks. Jamie hoped it was because Beth was remembering their night together.

“So, a reintroduction? How do you see that going?” Beth asked.

“Like this.” Jamie hesitated, her eyes lingering on Beth’s lips a moment too long before she extended her hand across the table. This was exactly why the friend zone was needed. She wouldn’t think about Beth like this in the friend zone. “Hi. I’m Jamie Lyons, a former Olympic gymnast and now a coach. Beyond that, I’m still figuring things out. I’m a Leo, Gemini rising, if that matters to you. I like anything active, anything lavender flavored, and looking at large bodies of water. Oh, and I’m a hardcore Swiftie.”

Beth’s expression softened into a warm smile as she took Jamie’s hand, the familiar electric jolt passing between them confirming Jamie’s suspicions. This was a risky idea, but it was the only way Jamie could think of to make the line between them less blurry than it already was.

“We’re really doing this?” Beth asked, her hand still in Jamie’s.

“It looks like it.”

“Okay. I’m Beth Walsh. I’m a painter and a mother, and I love lavender-flavored things. I don’t know much about astrology; just that I’m an Aquarius. Beyond that, I’m afraid I might be quite boring.”

Jamie couldn’t help but silently disagree. How could Beth think she was boring when she’d occupied Jamie’s thoughts so completely for weeks?

“Boring? I highly doubt that, Ms. Walsh,” Jamie responded, with a grin as the ferry announced their arrival.

They gathered their things and made their way to the front of the boat to disembark.

“Where are you headed?” Jamie asked, hoping it was in the same direction as her and that they could prolong their time together.

“To my studio in Capitol Hill. You?”

“Doctor’s appointment at the University hospital,” she said simply.

“Oh. Is everything okay?” Beth looked genuinely concerned.

“Peachy,” Jamie said. They reached the street level. “Well, I should . . .” She gestured across the street vaguely in the direction she was headed in.

“Yeah,” Beth said airily. Neither showed any sign of hurried movement, and Jamie had just turned on her heel to cross the road when she heard Beth’s voice call after her.

“Jamie?”

She whipped around so fast she thought she might have given herself whiplash. “Yeah?”

Beth laughed lightly. “Thanks for the reset. I’m really looking forward to getting to know you . . . as a friend.” A silver sedan pulled up in front of them. “This is me,” she said softly, before climbing into the car that then whisked her off and up the rolling hills into the city.


FIVE
BETH


“Mom!” Lily’s voice broke through her consciousness. “We’re going to be late!” A door slammed, and Beth groaned as she blinked sleep from her eyes.

She rolled over and peered at the clock beside her bed. 5:45 a.m. She had been having the best dream involving herself and a specific curly-haired gymnastics coach. She must have slept through her alarm again. She could have sworn she had set it for 5:30.

Beth slid into her favorite sweatshirt and jeans before tying her hair into a low ponytail. It was just a gym drop-off, but there was always the off chance she might see Jamie. She wanted to at least come across as presentable.

Lily was already waiting at the bottom of the stairs with her gym bag slung over her shoulder. To Beth’s surprise, the smell of fresh coffee greeted her, and she noticed a travel mug in Lily’s hands.

“You made me coffee?” Beth tried to hide her bewilderment as she took the mug from Lily. She took a sip. It was exactly how she liked it—with a splash of oat milk and a little sweet.

“Yeah. Whatever. It’s not a big deal. Here,” Lily said hurriedly, thrusting Beth’s car keys into her hand and rolling her eyes. “Let’s go! I want to be the first person there today,” she said, ushering Beth out of the house.

When are we not the first to arrive at the training center? Beth thought. She didn’t mind, though, because getting there early meant a higher likelihood of chatting with Jamie while Lily did her warm-up, and Beth was definitely interested in that.

The autumn air nipped at them as they climbed into the car. Lily seized the aux cord, plugged her phone in, and within seconds, Lily’s favorite angsty pop music filled the space. Beth hummed along to the familiar tune as they drove through the misty morning grayness to PGTC.

“You’re getting better, you know,” Lily said, fiddling with the volume before turning it down completely.

Beth blinked, caught off guard by her daughter’s words. It was rare for Lily to initiate small talk these days, and Beth was hard-pressed to recall a recent time when Lily had openly complimented her.

“What?” she said dumbly, unsure if she had heard Lily correctly.

“I know early mornings aren’t your thing,” Lily continued, “but you’re getting better at them. Today was the first time in like ten days that I had to wake you up.” Lily smirked as she kicked her feet up on the dashboard.

Beth’s eyes flickered with a hint of surprise, a rare moment of connection piercing their usual strain as Lily’s words resonated. A cautious smile edged across her face, acknowledging this unexpected observation shared by her daughter.

“Thanks for noticing,” she said, and her smile widened.

Lily turned the music back up without acknowledgment, but it was replaced by a ringing sound from Lily’s phone. Beth glanced at the clock, even though she didn’t need to. Sarah was consistent—a creature of habit. 6 a.m. on the dot, just like every morning.

“Hi, Mom!” Her daughter’s bubbly voice greeted Sarah as she came into view in the palm of Lily’s hand.

Sarah, mid-Peloton workout (as usual), propped her phone up to talk. A faint sheen of sweat glistened on her skin as she pedaled, and Beth couldn’t help the involuntary way seeing Sarah like that—all glowing and glossy—made her need to press her thighs together as she told herself to get a grip.

“Hey, sweetie!” Sarah said, panting a little as she peddled. “How’s my favorite gymnast today?”

Sarah’s connection with Lily was easy, almost fluid-like—the kind of bond Beth often found herself overthinking. Maybe that was just Sarah: confident, effortless, and always one step ahead.

“I better be your favorite gymnast,” Lily retorted, poking her tongue out.

“Promise you won’t forget Mama and me after you go off and win a bunch of Olympic gold medals.” Sarah beamed as she pedaled, and Lily continued chatting.

The bond between Sarah and Lily had always seemed easy. They shared the same fiery spirit and a relentless push toward their goals, both brimming with that same intense ambition and drive. Neither ever let obstacles deter them. Beth could see Sarah’s best traits in their daughter, and she absolutely loved them.

But while she might love the parallels between her daughter and Sarah, this shared intensity and likeness meant Beth couldn’t help but question her own role in the family, and those questions rarely left her feeling steady as a mother.

She shook her head.

Parenthood isn’t a competition, she reminded herself. So why did it always feel like one?

“Still feeling good about, you know . . . everything?” Sarah asked tentatively, and Beth could tell she was trying to gauge Lily’s mood. “Feeling strong?”

“Yup!”

“I’m so proud of you, Lils.” Sarah spoke between breaths as she continued to pedal. “Your mama and I both are.”

Beth pulled into the parking lot of PGTC. “Sar, we gotta go,” she said, leaning into view of the camera. “We just pulled into the parking lot.”

“Love you, Mom!”

“Love you, Lilypad! Crush it today. Bye, B!” Sarah said, and Beth caught the small wink she threw at her before the screen went dark.

A swirl of brunette curls caught Beth’s eye as Jamie exited the gym and hurried toward the white Sprinter van Beth had guessed was hers. Like most days, Jamie was in her signature joggers, quarter zip, and brightly colored sneakers, which Beth had learned was her preferred gym attire. She let her eyes linger on Jamie for a moment.

“Earth to Mom!?” Lily said frustratedly.

“Sorry, love, what was that?” Beth said, turning to look at Lily.

“Are you going to come watch some of my practice later?” she asked again.

“Y-yeah. Absolutely.” Beth turned her attention back on Lily as she tried to play it cool. First, Lily had willingly initiated a conversation with her to compliment her. Now, Lily was asking Beth specifically to come watch her practice. She didn’t want to misspeak or say anything to ruin the leaps and bounds they had come in the last few weeks, so she said nothing beyond what she had already verbalized.

They sat for a moment. With her hand on the door handle, Lily lingered like she wanted to say more to Beth, but only silence stretched between them.

Why was it so hard for Beth to organize her thoughts sometimes? There was so much she wanted to say.

Finally, Lily said, “I should get inside.” She pulled the door handle. “Love you, Mama.”

“Love you.”

Lily’s words landed on her softly. Mama. She had always been Mama to Lily, but she knew there would come a day when Lily would most likely grow out of that term, and Beth would just be Mom. Her mind swirled with everything she wanted to say—I’m so proud of you, and I don’t know how to connect with you, but I’m trying, and Your drive inspires me. I’m sorry all swirled around her mind, just out of reach, but the moment passed. The passenger door slammed shut, and Lily’s blonde ponytail swayed as she disappeared into the building.

There was a soft tapping at her window, and Beth turned to see Jamie. Jamie gave her that warm smile that Beth wanted to sink into completely. She plastered on her signature no worries smile as she rolled the window down.

“Hey, stranger,” Jamie said, leaning into the open window. “Lily really is committed to being the first one here every day, isn’t she?”

“Yes,” she answered, with an unsteady laugh. “Which means I, too, am committed. I can’t wait until she’s sixteen and can drive. I won’t know what to do with all my free time,” Beth joked and, God, could she be any lamer? But if Jamie thought it, it didn’t show.

“I was like that, too, when I was her age. It drove my dad nuts. He’d always insist that we swing by Wilson’s Diner on the way to the gym so he could pick up his coffee and a bagel.”

Her attention drifted to Jamie’s lips as they moved, forming words Beth was no longer following. She remembered how soft they had been, how tender they had been against her neck, tracing a warm path down to her collarbone. Focus, Beth, she scolded herself, trying to anchor her thoughts back to the present.

“Wilson’s, right?” Beth said distractedly.

She looked into Jamie’s eyes, pools of brown and amber swirling as they caught the autumn morning light. Her hands lingered on the edge of Beth’s car door. She wanted to reach up and brush her fingers against Jamie’s hands, to feel the touch of their skin against each other. It would be so easy to.

“You okay?” Jamie asked, her smile falling into genuine concern.

“Ask me something easier.” She laughed, glancing away. Jamie’s gaze, however, never left her. Waiting, not trying to fill the silence with platitudes or small talk. Finally, Beth sighed, her fingers gripping the steering wheel before falling to her lap. “It’s nothing. I’m just—” She stopped, shaking her head. “It’s stupid.”

“I doubt that. You know, the cool thing about us being friends now is that I’m here if you ever need to talk.”

Feeling the weight of Jamie’s patient stare, Beth hesitated. Her instinct was to brush it off, to offer some lighthearted quip and move on. But her question lingered, and she realized Jamie wasn’t going anywhere.

She shifted in her seat. “It’s nothing. I’m just—” Her fingers traced the curve of the steering wheel as if the words were buried somewhere in the grooves of the leather. “Lily doesn’t really call me ‘Mama’ anymore.” A weird sort of strangled laugh-sob escaped her, and she felt the heat rise in her cheeks. She looked back at Jamie, her brown eyes so full of understanding. “She calls both me and Sarah ‘Mom’ now, for the most part. I don’t know when it started, but I swear I blinked, and she’s all grown up.”

Jamie’s brows furrowed slightly—not in a way that felt pitying, more like she was absorbing Beth’s words. “That must be hard,” she said after a moment.

“It is sometimes.” Beth swallowed the lump rising in her throat. “I mean, I know it’s normal. I knew she wouldn’t call me ‘Mama’ forever, and I shouldn’t—” She stopped herself, shaking her head. “I shouldn’t care, but here we are.” She forced a smile.

Jamie leaned closer, resting her arms on the edge of the car door. “I think it’s perfectly normal that you care.” Jamie’s voice was warm and unhurried, as if she wasn’t saying it to make Beth feel better but because she believed it. “She’ll always be your little girl, you know?”

Beth met Jamie’s brown eyes, and for a moment, she couldn’t help but wonder if this was what it felt like to be truly seen by someone else? Jamie had listened to her without trying to fix the situation. “Thanks,” she murmured, offering a small, tentative smile.

“Any time.” Jamie’s dimples appeared. “And for what it’s worth, she might not always say ‘Mama,’ but that’s who you are to her. It’s not a name, Beth—it’s a bond.” Their eyes stayed locked, lingering on each other. “If you need someone to talk to, I’m here. I’m a pretty good listener. You can always call or text me.” She flashed a smile before pushing herself away from the car.

Beth had thought about texting Jamie so many times. Just a quick Hey, how’s it going? or What are you up to? But she hadn’t been able to bring herself to make that move. This new friendship—or whatever this was with them—equally confused and excited her. But if it meant Jamie could be in her life a little longer and in a more profound way than just as Lily’s coach, then she would take it.

“Oh, Beth, one more thing.” Jamie leaned back against the car, and she inhaled the sweet, familiar scent of eucalyptus. “I want to take Lily indoor rock climbing as a trust-building exercise for the two of us. I just need permission from you. I was thinking about taking her next Tuesday during training time. Would that be okay?”

“She’s never been before, but I don’t see why not. As long as you know what you’re doing. I trust you.”

Jamie stiffened for a moment as Beth’s words left her mouth, and Beth racked her brain for what she could have possibly said to elicit that reaction, but as quickly as it happened, any hint of hardness was gone, replaced by Jamie’s extremely cute, melt-your-heart dimpled smile.

“Don’t worry. I know what I’m doing.”

She really, really hoped Jamie did, because Beth had absolutely no clue what she was doing.
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The week slipped by in a blur, each day marked by quick drop-offs at the gym and lingering conversations with Jamie in the parking lot. And suddenly, it was Friday. Her conversation with Jamie had lasted nearly thirty minutes this morning before an annoyed Lily poked her head out of the gym and Jamie flashed an apologetic smile before rushing off.

Beth had reluctantly headed home with the intention to get some work done. An intention that quickly went out the window when she tried to sit down and focus.

She should have been preparing for her meeting with Lane Walker, but instead, Beth sat surrounded by crumpled-up paper—ideas she had abandoned. On the wall behind her, she had taped a sheet of canvas only to stand in front of it for an hour without making a single move. Her creativity was so far away today, as if the wave she’d been riding all year had crashed, leaving her stranded.

She needed to find something to inspire her, to pull her out of this rut.

The sound of an incoming video call blared through her laptop speakers, and she prepared herself to take Sean’s call.

“Morning!” she chirped.

“Beth, it’s 2 p.m.”

She looked at the clock on the wall and realized she had spent the last several hours doing absolutely nothing.

“So it is.” Frustration crept into her voice more than was probably necessary.

“Hmmm. One of those days?” Sean asked. On-screen, Beth could see him lean back in his office chair and cross his arms. She didn’t respond.

“Let me guess, darling—you’ve spent all day trying to work, but you haven’t been able to come up with anything inspired?” Damn, he is good. Sean’s ability to read her like an open book was both unparalleled and unnerving.

“Am I that predictable?” she asked.

“Only to me.” He paused, his hand on his chin, gently stroking his signature well-manicured, salt-and-pepper-flecked goatee. “Not to add to your day, but I have a little bit of bad news. I just got off the phone with Lane Walker’s assistant. LACMA has decided to go in a different direction with their winter exhibit.”

“Of course they did,” she grumbled petulantly, drawing her knees up to her chest.

“It’s not all bad. Lane personally sends their regrets. They are a big fan of your work, and they really want to find a way to collaborate soon. I’ve invited them up for the holiday art auction at the end of the year, so we’ll go from there.”

She stared beyond the window that housed Sean’s face. She was unable to help the feeling of disappointment that accompanied his news. She had been afraid of this—that being back at home, her attention split between her art and other responsibilities, would mean the progress she had made over the past year would come to a grinding halt.

“I think this is for the best. Take a breather for a little while. Enjoy being home and being present with Lily. Find your inspiration. The creativity will start flowing again. It always does.”

“But I want to be working and creating now. I have so many ideas that are right there.” She held her hand out before her. “But I can’t reach them. It’s like they’re fuzzy and out of focus.”

“What’s that saying?” he mused. “You can’t draw water from an empty well?”

“Something like that.” She rested her chin on her knee.

“Go fill your well, Beth.” He paused for a moment. “That sounded better in my head.”

She couldn’t help the grin that fought its way through.

“Speaking of filling your well,” he said, “when were you going to tell me you and Sarah were sleeping together again?” He peered at her over his thick black glasses. “I thought we were done with all that.”

Beth felt her face go beet red as she stammered, “One: that was a terrible segue, and two: how do you even know that? And three: even if I am, it’s none of your business.”

“Sarah and I had lunch today.”

Beth paused for a moment in shock. “Why? You two can’t stand each other.”

“Correct, but business is business. And before you ask, she didn’t say it outright, but I can read between the lines. You two are back together, aren’t you?”

A heavy silence fell between them. Beth wasn’t about to be the one to break it. The disappointment in his voice was an unfortunate reminder that they had been down this road too many times.

Sarah was complicated, safe, but familiar—full of history—in both the good and bad ways. The life they’d built together had been secure, predictable, and utterly uninspiring. Even now, she couldn’t help but cling to that feeling because she had known it for so long.

“We’re—you know—enjoying each other’s company as adults,” she finally countered.

“Beth, I love you. You’re like the sister I never had—nor particularly wanted—but as your friend, I have to ask . . . does Sarah really see you? The way you need to be seen?”

She stiffened at Sean’s words, torn between annoyance at and a deep appreciation for him. Why did he have to call her out like that? She didn’t know how to answer him and instead straightened her shoulders, sitting up a little taller on her stool. “I appreciate your concern, but I know what I’m doing.”

“Do you?” Sean challenged.

Frustration flared in Beth’s chest, threatening to bubble over. She took a deep breath. No. She didn’t know what she was doing. She never had—not once in forty-one years. Life always felt like a precarious balancing act she couldn’t quite master. Every time one part of her world seemed to thrive, another would teeter on the edge of collapse. No matter how hard she tried, perfect balance had never been in the cards for her.

But she wasn’t about to tell Sean that.

“Drop it, Sean.” She heard the bite in her voice.

“All I’m saying is, why waste your time with Sarah when you had that total hottie from the gallery a few weeks ago? Don’t think I forgot what I almost walked in on,” he added, with a smug smile.

Beth wasn’t sure how to explain Jamie—the thrill of that night, or the shock of finding out she was Lily’s coach.

“I can confidently say that’s not going anywhere. As it turns out, that woman is one of Lily’s new gymnastic coaches, which we figured out the next morning when we met officially.”

Sean laughed. “Oh shit.”

“Yeah. Oh shit is right.” Beth couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of it all. Of all the people in the world . . .

“Okay, but I don’t think I’m seeing the problem.”

“The problem, Sean, is that I can’t sleep with my daughter’s gymnastics coach. Lily already hates me enough. Do you think that’s going to get any easier if I’m fucking her coach?” The statement sounded so crass coming out of her mouth, but it was how she felt.

“But you want to, don’t you?”

She peered at Sean’s slightly pixelated face through the computer screen.

She did. More than she probably should, given that Jamie only seemed interested in being friends—or at least that’s what she kept saying. Beth couldn’t quickly turn that part of her brain off, the part that wanted Jamie in those ways, and the more time they spent together, the more difficult that got. The line between friends and more than friends had been blurry from the start, but what was eating at Beth was her inability to tell if what she was feeling for Jamie was just a moment, or was it meant to be more?

“Even if I did,” she said slowly, “it’s bad timing. She’s leaving at the end of the year to go back to Oregon, so what would be the point? Plus, Jamie has made it clear she’s not interested in anything beyond friendship. So that’s what we’re doing. We’re friends now.”

“Friends? Really? How’s that going?”

“Extremely well, thank you,” Beth shot back, with biting sarcasm.

“God. Sometimes I forget how much of a lesbian you are.” He laughed, and Beth glared at him once more. “Do yourself a favor, B. Go for a walk, try something new, smoke a joint or several—I don’t care what it is—but give yourself and your creative brain a break. You spent the last year firing on all cylinders, so to speak. Recharge, and the inspiration will flow again. It always does. I’ve got to go, but promise me you’ll think about everything I said?” He looked at her over the rim of his glasses, and Beth couldn’t help but let her guard down a little.

“I promise.”

Beth ended the call, Sean’s advice still rattling around her head. Recharge, he’d said, but how? She stared at the crumpled papers around her, willing herself to feel anything other than frustration.

Her phone vibrated on the desk, and for a fleeting moment, she caught herself hoping to see Jamie’s name on her screen, but it was Sarah confirming plans for family dinner later that evening.

She turned her phone face down and set it on the table. She had thought about texting Jamie to see how her day was going. Maybe she’d share some random thought that would make Jamie laugh, or maybe Jamie would offer one of her stories in return—like the one about sneaking her dad’s diner coffee into the gym.

Beth reached for her phone but stopped, her fingers hovering over it. Not yet. She wasn’t ready for what that might mean.

Later that night, Beth lay on her side, watching Sarah get redressed in the cool moonlight that drenched her bedroom. Sarah’s nimble fingers toyed with the buttons of her blouse, popping each back into place before running through her hair.

“Are you heading out?”

Beth’s voice was hoarse with sleep. She must have drifted off shortly after she and Sarah had come down from their highs. The last thing she remembered was Sarah tracing her fingers up and down Beth’s side as she succumbed to sleep.

“Hey.” She smiled softly. “I didn’t mean to wake you,” she whispered, squatting beside the bed. “I should go. If I miss the last ferry, I’m stuck.”

“What time is it?” Beth blinked the sleep from her eyes and patted around the nightstand for her phone.

“A little after midnight.”

Sarah cupped Beth’s cheek, her thumb brushing softly. What once felt like love now left guilt pressing against Beth’s chest. They were holding each other hostage in a connection neither seemed ready to sever. It wasn’t fair, but she kept that thought to herself as Sarah leaned in to place a swift, chaste kiss on her lips.

“Don’t wake Lily,” she reminded.

“I won’t. See you next week, beautiful,” she said, before slipping out the door.

Beth lay still in bed, the familiar weight of the emptiness beside her. Sleep wasn’t coming back to her any time soon. She waited until she heard the front door click before climbing out of bed and pulling on her Stanford crewneck and leggings. She was wide awake now—may as well try and get some work done.

In the dark, Beth went downstairs, across the kitchen, and through the breezeway connecting her studio to the main house. She set the studio lights to a dim glow, then went over to the electric kettle in the corner, busying herself with making tea.

“Mom?” a sleepy voice said behind her. She turned around to find Lily.

“Lils, what are you doing up?” Beth asked quickly, suddenly nervous that Lily may have caught Sarah sneaking out of the house a few minutes ago.

“Couldn’t sleep.” She shrugged and climbed onto one of the stools at Beth’s worktable. “Can I have a cup of tea too?”

Beth poured the now-boiling water into two mugs and added her favorite lavender tea sachets. She handed one of the mugs to Lily before plopping down onto the stool across from her. They sipped their tea quietly as Beth waited to see if Lily was going to let her in on what was really keeping her awake.

“Can we paint together for a bit? Like we used to when I was little?” she asked sweetly, and there was no way Beth would ever refuse an ask like that from her daughter.

“Of course, love.” She set her tea aside and gathered supplies. “Watercolor? Acrylic? Oil paints? Pick your poison.”

“Watercolor, please,” Lily said, rising to fill two Mason jars with fresh water from the utility sink in the corner before setting them on the table while Beth set out the paints and paper.

They painted in near silence, their brushes moving against the paper the only sound between them. Painting had always felt healing to Beth. It was how she worked out complex feelings when she couldn’t find the words to express herself. Something about having full control over the movements of her brush made it easier to organize her thoughts and clear her mind.

“How do you decide what to paint?” Lily asked, glancing at Beth’s sketch of the dock.

“It depends.” Beth dipped the wet tip of her brush into the green paint and swirled it around, coating the bristled tip. “I usually paint what inspires me.”

Lily’s eyes were focused on her paper, where she was making a series of repetitive marks that created a pattern.

“What happens when you’re not feeling inspired?” she asked quietly, not looking at Beth but instead keeping her eyes on her brush.

“Well . . .” She could tell Lily was trying to work something out in her mind. “Sometimes I don’t paint anything at all, and I try to keep myself busy with other things that bring me joy and inspiration. And sometimes I push through and try to keep creating, which probably isn’t the best,” she said honestly, eyeing her daughter again. She couldn’t help but notice the sadness etched on Lily’s face. “Everything okay, love?”

Lily’s blue eyes snapped up from the spot on her paper they’d been focused on to meet Beth’s own. They were like little mirrors of herself staring back at her.

“Yeah,” she said, a little too quickly for Beth to fully believe her. Beth arched an eyebrow at her daughter. “I think I need to find some inspiration again.” Lily shrugged and went back to painting.

“Me too. Maybe we can help each other with that,” Beth said softly, dipping her brush into a vibrant blue before letting the color bloom across the page.


SIX
JAMIE


“Lily, c’mon! Focus!” Jamie called for what felt like the twentieth time that day. For the better part of their training session, they had been working on a single transition move and making very little progress. Exasperation crept into the timbre of her voice, even as she tried to keep it at bay.

She watched Lily from her perch on top of a pile of mats next to the taller of the two uneven bars as Lily climbed out of the foam pit they had been practicing over. So far, Lily had not been able to execute the new skill successfully—she hadn’t even come close—and it was frustrating for both of them. Jamie was, frankly, out of ideas short of changing the routine altogether.

She watched as Lily groaned and pulled her ponytail out, running her fingers through the blonde strands before piling it back in a messy bun on top of her head.

“I am focusing,” she bit back. Making sure to throw Jamie an extra heavy eye roll, Lily chalked her hands, preparing to attempt the move again. “You’re supposed to be coaching me, and you haven’t exactly said anything helpful,” she muttered softly, but not softly enough for Jamie not to hear.

“That’s enough!” Jamie said sternly, hopping down from the mats.

She noted Lily’s stance—hip cocked, arms crossed defiantly as she approached her. The young gymnast radiated frustration. It pulsated off her in waves.

The tension had been building all day, and it seemed they were finally at a tipping point. Jamie paused, scanning the room, noticing that they were starting to draw the eyes of the other gymnasts. She glanced up at the parents’ viewing area, where Beth had been sitting for the past twenty minutes, drawing in her sketchbook. Their eyes met briefly before Jamie turned her attention back on Lily, consciously softening her body language and tone.

“I am here to coach you, to help you be the best gymnast that you can be, but I can’t do that if you don’t let me.” She kept her voice steady, trying to provide some stability to their conversation.

Lily scoffed. “Clearly, it’s not working.”

Jamie took a slow, deep breath in. “Lily, I want you to succeed. I know you’ve got it in you. I’ve seen what you can do, and I believe in you.” She paused, realization dawning on her as she stood toe-to-toe with Lily, close enough to feel her anger and frustration, but there was something else there. A flash of panic glinted in her eyes. “But I don’t think you believe in you,” she finished softly.

Lily turned her head to the side, and Jamie saw tears collecting along her waterline, threatening to fall. Her heart sank.

“Hey . . .” She lowered her voice, glancing around the large room. “It’s okay. You’re okay. Come with me.” Lily nodded, wiping tears from her cheeks.

Jamie glanced again at the parents’ viewing area, where a concerned-looking Beth was now watching them intently, tracking the pair as they moved toward the hallway doors. Jamie raised her hand slightly to indicate that she had things under control.

She steered Lily down the hallway into the weight room and tossed her a pair of boxing gloves.

“Have you ever used one of these before?” Jamie asked. She motioned to the punching bag, and Lily shook her head. “I think you’re going to like it. Let me show you.” She demonstrated to Lily how to punch the bag correctly and how to hold the bag in place for her. Jamie took her position in front of the punching bag, raising gloved hands up in front of her face. “Sometimes, when I’m feeling fired up about something”—she jabbed at the bag, one-two—“it really helps me”—one-two—“to figure out how”—one-two—“I’m feeling.” She stopped, taking a step back. “Plus, hitting something as hard as possible is fun. Your turn.”

Jamie swapped places with Lily, holding the bag against her body. Lily stared at Jamie with an expression somewhere between disgust and curiosity.

“Don’t give me that look. It helps,” Jamie reassured her. “I promise.”

Lily took her stance, hands raised in front of her face, bright blue eyes narrowed with focus. She took a measured inhale and threw her first jab.

“Good. Now another one,” Jamie instructed.

Lily jabbed with her left arm this time. “Now put some feeling behind it. Take everything you’re feeling inside and get it out.” Lily punched harder as she increased the speed of her throws until she was panting as she kept pace. “Get it all out, Lily. It’s okay,” she encouraged.

She watched as Lily squared her shoulders, giving the bag one final, powerful jab before whipping around, throwing herself down on the mats, pulling her knees up to her chest, and burying her face in her arms. Her body shook as tears poured from her eyes.

Oh no. Okay, what now? What now? Jamie thought to herself.

She could deal with the anger, but crying? Jamie was not equipped to deal with that. She had never been one for tears, always working out her problems through physical means, but rarely would she cry herself. She honestly couldn’t remember the last time she had cried. She looked down at Lily and then at the door, as if someone else was about to swoop in and help her. But no one was coming. It was just her.

Jamie sat on the floor next to Lily and reached a hand out, hesitating slightly, before patting Lily on the back, trying to offer her some semblance of comfort. God, this was awkward.

“Want to talk about it?” she asked quietly.

Lily lifted her head to look up at Jamie. Tears fell freely from swollen eyes as they streaked down her flushed, freckled skin. Her blue eyes were ringed with an angry red.

“I just don’t—” She hiccuped. “I can’t⁠—”

“Shhh, it’s okay,” Jamie reassured her, putting an arm around her shoulders and trying to comfort the girl whose small frame was beginning to shake as she worked herself up again. “Let’s take a few calming breaths.” She shifted her position so she was crouched on the floor in front of Lily, her hands on her shoulders. “Inhale for 1-2-3-4-5-6, and exhale, 2-3-4-5-6-7-8.” She repeated this pattern until Lily’s breathing had slowed and her hiccups had subsided.

“You wouldn’t understand,” Lily spoke quietly, hanging her head. “No one understands.” The tears started to well up again.

“Try me?”

Lily eyed her suspiciously, tilting her head slightly as she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Jamie felt like she was fourteen again, too, grappling with the same thing. Something she didn’t understand shifted in her, and at that moment, Jamie wanted to be that person for Lily. She wanted to be someone Lily could trust and lean on.

“I’ve wanted to go to the Olympics for as long as I can remember,” Lily started. “Nothing else.” She wiped fresh tears from her eyes. “It used to feel like something I could do. Like, all I ever wanted. But now . . . I don’t know. It feels different. Like, nothing fits anymore.”

“Kind of like the gym has lost its sparkle?” Jamie filled in knowingly.

She was, unfortunately, a little too familiar with that feeling Lily was referencing. Twice in her career, Jamie had felt like the shine and sparkle of gymnastics—the thing she loved most in the world—had slipped away, to the point where she walked right up to the line between quitting and staying. The first time, with the help of her friends, she turned around, deciding to stay. She had gone on to win her first gold medal that year. However, the second time, she’d crossed that line without a second thought.

Both times had saved her life in different ways.

“Yeah,” Lily agreed softly, her eyes still glued to the floor.

Jamie didn’t push Lily to talk. She wanted Lily to come to her when she was ready. It would take time, trust, and work to get Lily to open up to her, and it was work she intended to do.

“I think we should call it a day.” Jamie stood, helping Lily up to her feet. “You did well.” She smiled reassuringly and was promptly met with another one of Lily’s eye rolls.

“No, I didn’t.” Her shoulders slumped. “I couldn’t make that transition on the bars.”

“Hey, no, absolutely not. None of that negative self-talk. What I saw today was strength and perseverance. You kept getting up and trying again, no matter what. That’s what counts, Lily.”

A small smile formed on Lily’s lips as she took in what Jamie had said, and before Jamie could register what was happening, Lily flung her arms around Jamie’s waist, wrapping her tightly in a hug. She stood, frozen to the spot, not quite sure what to do or what to say. She awkwardly wrapped her arms around the younger gymnast, trying to reassure her without words that everything would be okay. That she would help Lily find that sparkle again.
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The next morning came bright and early, or as bright as a mid-October morning in the Pacific Northwest could muster. Beth’s vintage Land Rover Discovery pulled into the parking lot of PGTC, tires splashing through puddles left by the on-and-off-again morning rain. Lily waved excitedly from the front seat as the car came to a stop in front of Jamie.

Well, that was one question already answered. Lily seemed to be in better spirits than she had the day before.

“Hi,” the two blondes said, almost in unison.

“We got you a coffee!” Lily handed her a compostable to-go cup before climbing out of Beth’s car.

“We stopped at Latte Love—you know, that coffee shop in town that’s always changing its name,” Beth supplied from the driver’s seat.

“That same place that used to be Bean Around the World?”

“Yes. Last year it was Less Depresso, More Espresso. I think the owner was going through a breakup . . .” Beth’s train of thought was punctuated by her own laughter. She seemed tickled by her own wit, which Jamie was now realizing she found remarkably endearing. “My personal favorite was Steamy Mornings. Sadly, it didn’t last very long.”

“I’m surprised they never explored Rise and Grind as a name,” Jamie deadpanned without a second thought, before quickly glancing to see if Lily had heard her. She, thankfully, had not, currently preoccupied with searching through her bag.

Beth laughed again, this time deeper, and Jamie was struck by how genuine her laugh was. It was rich, resonant, and warm, and she felt the sound of it spread through her body. It was infectious in a way that made it hard for her not to smile, too.

“You two really like talking about coffee-shop names. It’s kind of weird.”

Lily slung her bag over her shoulder, looking expectant. “So, are we going rock climbing or what?”

“Here, you take these,” Jamie said, handing Lily a carabiner clip with her car keys. “Turn it to the first click. I’m trusting you with the aux cord. Don’t let me down.”

Lily beamed as she swiped the keys from Jamie’s hands.

“She’s been in a real glitter gel pen pop mood this week. I hope you’re prepared.”

“Heck yes, I can get behind that.” Jamie lingered, her hand still on the open passenger door of the car. “Thanks for the coffee.”

“Consider it a thank-you from me. I saw how you handled Lily in the gym yesterday and just . . .” Beth chewed at the inside of her cheek, thinking. “Thank you. She doesn’t let people in easily. Which, unfortunately, I think she gets from me.”

“Beth . . .”

“Whatever you said to her yesterday meant a lot to her. And, just, thanks.”

Jamie’s eyes lingered a moment too long on Beth, tracing the contours of her face. She couldn’t bring herself to say anything close enough to the words needed to bridge the canyon of what had been said and what was felt between them. Her plan of friend-zoning Beth was not working the way she’d hoped it would.

Putting Beth in the friend box was supposed to stop these feelings, but every time she saw her—every damn time—they came rushing back. The more they talked and got to know each other, the harder it was to push the thoughts of Beth out of her mind. But Jamie needed to ASAP. Jamie Lyons didn’t do the whole attached thing. It wasn’t her vibe.

Sensing the shift in her demeanor, Beth met her gaze with a questioning look. Those sapphire blue eyes, bright and intuitive, searched her own for an explanation, and for once, Jamie didn’t have one. She snapped herself out of her own thoughts and back to their conversation.

“Of course. Just doing my job,” she said sheepishly, rubbing the back of her neck with her hand.

“Well, consider that”—she nodded to the coffee cup in Jamie’s hand—“a token of my appreciation for a job well done. See you this afternoon, Jamie.”

Jamie had arranged for her and Lily to take an introductory rock-climbing course. The course was more for Lily’s sake than her own. She had been rock climbing for years and knew the ropes. Okay, bad pun, but still.

They made it through their lesson, which covered all the basics Lily would need to know to spend the rest of the day climbing in the gym. They learned how to tie the proper knots needed, their climbing cues to communicate with each other, and got a crash course on general climbing safety. Lily, unsurprisingly to Jamie, took to rock climbing easily, and soon they had worked their way up in difficulty from the beginner routes.

Lily bounced on the balls of her feet. “I wanna race!”

“You think you can beat me?” Jamie put her hands on her hips, challenging Lily with a stare.

“Uh, yeah. No offense, but you’re basically a dinosaur. You’re, like, my mom’s age.”

“Not quite the same age as your mom, kid, but close enough. Okay, if you want to race, I get to pick what we’re climbing.” The pair walked around the gym until Jamie stopped them in front of a suitable route.

They clipped into the auto-belay systems, each placing their hands on their starting holds.

“Loser buys lunch?”

“You know I’m fourteen, right?” Lily laughed. “I don’t have any money. But I’m still going to win,” she said confidently. “Oh, and let’s make it lunch plus a pack of Nerds Gummy Clusters—the berry flavor—if I win.”

“It’s on. Three, two, one, climb!”

The two took off, their arms propelling them up the wall as they raced toward the top, hands scrambling for holds. Jamie glanced to her right. Lily was gaining on her. If she didn’t push herself, she was going to get passed. But it didn’t matter, because Lily flew by her, beating her to the top of the wall by a more considerable margin than Jamie would have liked to admit. A fourteen-year-old had humbled her.

Lily let out a victory cheer before descending the rope, Jamie right behind her.

“Ha! Take that!” With her feet back on solid ground, Lily punched the air.

“Alright, alright.” Jamie held up her hands in mock surrender. “Not my best showing. Lunch on me, I guess?”

At Lily’s request, they picked up burritos on the way to their next stop of the day. Soon, Jamie was pulling her van into a park that she knew had one of the best views on the entire island. They parked, and Jamie pulled out two camp chairs from the van and opened the awning, offering them protection from the light rain. She pulled out a drawer that revealed a hidden table.

“So you, like, really live in this thing,” Lily observed, poking her head into the back of the van. “I can see how it could be cool, I guess.” She sat and opened her lunch.

Jamie rummaged around before hopping out of the van and joining Lily. She set two packs of sticky notes and two markers on the table in front of them with a small white box. Purposefully, she didn’t acknowledge them, diving into her own lunch.

“Okay, I can’t take it any longer.” Lily crumpled up the wrapper from her lunch and reached for one of the sticky-note pads. “What’s with the sticky notes?”

Jamie took her time taking her last bite, chewing and swallowing before answering Lily.

“We’re going to clear all the negativity.”

Lily watched skeptically as Jamie pulled a small portable fireplace from the back of the van and got to work setting it up. In minutes, a fire was burning.

“On the sticky notes, I want you to write down everything that makes you mad, sad, frustrated, or annoyed about gymnastics. You don’t need to tell me what they are,” she followed quickly, reading the look on Lily’s face. “Write it down, crumple it up, then toss that thought into the fire and watch it burn.”

“Okay,” Lily said slowly, not sounding totally convinced. “I don’t get it; what does that do?”

“It’s symbolic,” Jamie explained. “We externalize the things that are weighing us down and literally let that shit go.” She cringed. Maybe she shouldn’t be saying cuss words around a fourteen-year-old.

A smile cracked Lily’s lips.

“My moms say I’m not allowed to say words like shit . . .” She’d whispered the last word.

“Well, it’s a good thing I’m not their kid. I’m allowed to say those words.” She smiled conspiratorially at Lily. “Are you open to trying this exercise with me? I sure know I’ve got some stuff I need to let go of, too.”

Lily nodded, and they each grabbed a stack of sticky notes. They got to work and wrote down the things they each wanted to let go of before tossing them in the fire.

A while later, Lily said, “I think I’m finally out of things to write. That was fun. You still haven’t told me what’s in the box, though.” She eyed the small square box on the table.

Jamie grabbed the box, pulling it toward herself as she ran the pad of her thumb over the lid. She flipped the box open, using the lid to obscure its contents from Lily. A flood of emotions washed over her as her fingers traced the engraved details, each line reminding her of the years of dedication, sacrifice, and discipline it took to win this very medal.

She pulled it out of its box, and Lily’s eyes widened.

“Is that . . .” she whispered, her hand over her mouth.

“Yeah. My first Olympic gold medal.” She reached the hand with the medal out to Lily, offering it to her. “I want you to hold on to it for me for a while.”

Handing over this medal to Lily wasn’t just a gesture of encouragement; it was so much more—a symbolic passing of dreams with the hope that they would inspire and propel Lily to chase her own glory.

“Holy shit.” Lily took the medal from Jamie and stared at it. “Sorry,” she said quickly.

“I didn’t hear anything,” Jamie said, playfully feigning aloofness. “I want you to take good care of that for me. Keep it with you, and know that that is what you’re working toward, and I’m right here to help you.” Lily nodded vigorously. “Good. Now, let’s get packed up and get you back to the gym.”

By the time they pulled back into the gym parking lot, Beth’s car was there waiting for them. Jamie pulled the van to a stop and cut the engine, but Lily didn’t hop out immediately.

“Can we do more stuff like today? You know, as part of my training?”

“We can do anything you want. It’s your training time.”

Jamie wanted Lily to feel totally in control of her time, training, and journey, and she would do anything to help her get the things she needed. Suddenly, she was struck with an idea.

“How do you feel about inspiration boards?” Jamie asked.

“I don’t know what those are.”

“You’re going to find out.” She smiled. “I’ll talk to your mom and find a good time to work that in.”

Lily beamed and climbed out of the front seat.

“See you tomorrow, nice and early.”
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Jamie kept her promise. She’d texted Beth that same evening, and that’s how she found herself pulling her Sprinter van into the entrance of a tree-lined gravel driveway a few days later.

She followed the gentle slope of the drive down to where it opened up to a parking pad. A large three-car garage sat off to the side, and a covered breezeway connected it to the main house. In front of her stood a black A-frame home—stylish and modern but with weathered Pacific charm.

She rang the doorbell and took a step back. In the driveway, Jamie noticed Beth’s white Land Rover parked next to Sarah’s sleek black Porsche. She recalled Beth mentioning that Friday was family dinner night. Jamie liked Sarah as much as one could from their few interactions over the past few weeks, but she couldn’t help the uneasy feeling Sarah gave her. Still, Sarah had been nothing but kind and welcoming to Jamie, so she would suck it up and put on a smile. A shadowy figure moved on the other side of the frosted glass door, and moments later, she was face-to-face with Beth.

“Hey, stranger,” Beth said, in her signature breathy tone.

Her greeting floated through the air and wrapped its way around Jamie’s ears, tickling her brain in a way that made her feel giddy. She couldn’t help but smile back.

Jamie hadn’t realized when it happened, but that exchange had become all too familiar between them. It was like it was their thing—something each had committed to—and she wasn’t about to not uphold it. “Hey, stranger,” she said back, matching her grin. “Sweet digs.” Beth flushed and thanked her before inviting her inside.

“The kitchen and living room are straight through there.” Beth gestured down the short hallway in front of them, where Jamie caught a glimpse of pristine water views through large picture windows. “Sarah’s here; we just finished dinner. Lily needs a few minutes to finish up a math test. Do you want anything? We have plenty of leftovers.”

Jamie declined her offer of food, even though she could feel her stomach starting to grumble. She felt a little nervous about being in Beth’s home. Not that she had anything to be nervous about. They were friends now. This was a totally normal thing for friends to do—to go over to each other’s houses. She couldn’t help but feel a little on edge. You’re not here for Beth; you’re here to bond with Lily, she reminded herself.

As Jamie walked into the back portion of the house, the hall opened up into a large great room with high vaulted ceilings meeting at the apex of the home’s frame, matching the front exterior. A kitchen area with an island big enough to seat four and a dining area were to her left, and to her right was a sunken living room complete with built-in couches and a triangular 1970s wood-burning fireplace.

Floor-to-ceiling windows gave way to views of the water, with the faint outline of the city along the horizon. Thick gray clouds reflected on the surface of the water, which lapped up against the rocky shores at the base of the yard.

Jamie let out a low whistle. This was hands down one of the coolest houses she had ever been in.

“That view is amazing, isn’t it? I’ve always loved it.”

Jamie identified the source of the voice, spotting Sarah seated on the couch with a glass of red wine in her hand, knees curled up to her chest, and socked feet tucked beneath her. She swirled her wine.

“I got to hear all about your little rock-climbing adventures over dinner.”

Jamie felt the heat rising in her cheeks as she wondered what exactly had been shared.

Sarah’s tone wasn’t the friendly one she had used with Jamie so far. It lacked her usual warmth, replaced with a much more serious undercurrent.

“As fun as it sounded, are you sure that’s the best use of your time with Lily? Don’t you think it would better her chances at making the Olympic team if she were working toward increasing her degree of difficulty on some of her routines?”

Jamie slid her hands into her pockets. She knew exactly what Sarah was doing. Sarah was testing her. She had wondered when this was going to happen. She stood firmly, squaring her shoulders.

“I think it absolutely is the best use of our time.” Jamie kept her tone even and confident. “I would say trust-building is most critical, considering everything Lily went through with her previous coaches.”

“I think her time is better spent at the gym, and considering how much we’re⁠—”

“Lily will be right up,” Beth said, entering the room. Her smile fell as she took in the conversation she had walked in on. “Jesus, Sarah. We just talked about this.”

“We were only talking about the most efficient use of Lily’s time since we only have Jamie for such a short period.” The warmth had returned to Sarah’s voice, and her face softened. “Right, Jamie?”

“Yes. And I stand by what I said.” There, she thought. She still managed to get the last word in.

“What happened to ‘trust the coaches,’ Sarah? Between the three of us here, there is only one person who has earned a gold medal.”

“Actually, I have seven,” Jamie quipped. “And a handful of world championships,” she added smugly, for good measure.

Sarah looked between herself and Beth, then raised her hands in surrender before finishing the last of her wine. “You’re right, you’re right. I’m sorry. We really want to help Lily with her goals, and sometimes that turns me into an asshole. What can I say? I’m from Boston.”

Jamie let out a laugh. “I get it. You need to have that drive to reach the goal, and Lily is lucky to have parents who are supportive of her. It’s one thing to be an Olympian; it’s another to raise one. Sarah, trust me when I say I have Lily’s best interests at heart. Your daughter is incredibly talented, but talent can only get you so far in our world. She needs to have people to lean on, and coaches she can trust to guide her. That’s what Amanda and I are building for her.”

Sarah’s gaze softened even more, and Jamie could tell she had earned some points for herself with Sarah. She got the feeling people didn’t go toe-to-toe with her very often. She had prepared for a fight but was pleasantly surprised when Sarah had been so quick to accept defeat and apologize.

“I appreciate that, Jamie. Thank you.”

Footsteps cut the tension between the three of them as Lily entered the room.

“Why do I need to learn math?” She groaned and plopped herself down at the kitchen counter, on a stool beside Beth. “When will I ever use any of this?”

“Did you finish your test, love?” Beth asked. Lily nodded.

“Yup, and now I’m ready to be inspired.” Lily looked pointedly at Jamie.

“Good! Because I brought supplies.” Jamie opened the backpack she’d been carrying and emptied its contents onto the kitchen island. Out of it tumbled a large stack of magazines, glue sticks, stickers, and a bag of Nerds Gummy Clusters—the Very Berry flavor. Lily’s eyes lit up.

“You remembered!” she squealed, pulling the bag of candy toward her and tearing it open.

“A deal is a deal.”

Sarah had joined them at the kitchen counter and put her hands on Lily’s shoulders.

“Can I have a few for the road, Lilypad?”

Lily popped a handful of the gummy orbs into Sarah’s open palm before hugging her goodbye. “See you on Tuesday for Ultimate Frisbee, Jamie?”

“Wouldn’t miss it!”

“Lily, love,” Beth said, as the door closed behind Sarah, “I set aside two canvases for you to use in my studio. Can you go grab them?”

When Lily was out of earshot, Beth turned to face Jamie, her blonde waves brushing the tops of her sweater-clad shoulders. She cocked her head to the side, gazing at Jamie intently.

“So Sarah managed to rope you into the Ultimate Frisbee league?”

“Didn’t take much convincing. It’s not like I’ve got a lot going on at the moment, outside of the gym. Thought it’d be fun.” Jamie shrugged as she stole one of Lily’s candies.

After a moment of contemplative silence, Beth said, “Sorry about Sarah.” She gripped the quartz countertop as she leaned ever so slightly into Jamie. “She can be . . .”

“. . . a little intense?” Jamie finished for her. “I can handle intense. Don’t worry.” She popped another candy into her mouth, enjoying how Beth tried to hide the way her eyes had flicked to Jamie’s lips, even if for the briefest moment.

“Music,” Beth said sharply, cutting the moment. “We need music.”

Lily returned with the canvases as Jamie spread things out across the counter. Beth fiddled with her phone, and a moment later, the sound of “Dreams” by Fleetwood Mac filled the kitchen.

“This song,” Jamie said, with an appreciative groan. “It hits differently.” She rocked back and forth on her stool, dancing along.

“Isn’t this your favorite, Mama?” Lily said casually, flipping through one of the magazines.

“It is. It’s one of those songs that keeps getting better each time I listen to it.”

“It’s a great choice.” Jamie flashed Beth a smile over the magazine page she was cutting out a picture from.

Soon, the countertop was littered with magazine clippings as she and Lily chatted about everything. Beth had retreated to the couch and was curled up with her sketch pad while Jamie and Lily worked in the kitchen.

“Okay, I think that completes mine,” Jamie stated satisfactorily. She looked down at her own mess of magazine clippings haphazardly glued to the surface of the stretched canvas. Now that she was really seeing it, maybe the individual cutout letters had been a bit overkill.

“Me too.” Lily snapped the cap back on the glue stick she had been working with.

“Beth, would you mind being our captive audience for a few minutes?” Beth peeked up from her sketch pad with a sightly confused expression before smiling and nodding. “Lily, I want you to take sixty seconds and tell us about what your vision board includes.”

“Fine, but I could have done better with a little more time.” She flipped the canvas around, holding it in front of her.

Lily’s canvas was filled with a collage of images and quotes that all came together perfectly. Jamie was surprised that not all of it was centered around gymnastics. She had cut out pictures of art supplies and other women sports icons, kittens, and Taylor Swift, with a heavy emphasis on the color yellow and rainbows. Quotes like “stick it” and “dream big” covered her collage, alongside others, and Jamie thought it perfectly represented Lily as a person, not just Lily the gymnast.

“Oh, my love,” Beth said. “It’s beautiful.”

“I know this was supposed to be about gymnastics,” Lily started, looking directly at Jamie apologetically, “but I don’t think I can meet my gymnastic goals without all these other parts of me. You know?”

“Yeah, I do.” Jamie beamed at the younger girl. “But now I kind of wish I had gone first.” Jamie winked at Lily and flipped her canvas around, revealing a poorly laid-out board of her visions and dreams for herself. While Lily’s vision board had considered the balance of color and overlapping shapes, Jamie had simply stuck things haphazardly across her canvas.

Both Beth’s and Lily’s faces split into matching smiles as they held back laughter.

“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to laugh . . .” Beth tried and failed to hide her laugh in a cough.

“It looks like a serial killer made it,” Lily joked.

“Hey, wait a second!” Jamie tried and failed to defend her handiwork.

After Jamie had briefly explained her hopes for the future, the three of them had sat around talking, curled up on the couch next to the fire, until Lily couldn’t hold back her yawns any longer. Jamie glanced at the clock in the kitchen. It was past ten already.

“Lily, love, why don’t you head to bed,” Beth said softly, patting Lily’s thigh.

Lily nodded sleepily and stretched before getting up and going down to the lower level of the house. Jamie stood, too, heading into the kitchen.

“Let me clean up, and then I’ll head out as well.” Jamie moved to begin cleaning up their mess from earlier.

Beth, leaning casually against the countertop, watched her intently, making no effort to hide her gaze. Jamie felt the weight of that look, each glance seeming to tether her more firmly to the spot. “Or you could stay for a little while longer,” Beth murmured, her voice a soft entreaty hanging delicately in the air between them. “We can just talk.”

The suggestion caught Jamie off guard, her hands pausing mid-task. She swallowed hard, her heart pounding in a conflicted rhythm. Usually, she relied on her instincts to guide her in moments like this, to whisper the right course of action where logic had failed. But now, her instincts were as divided as her thoughts, leaving her stranded at a crossroads of caution and desire.


SEVEN
BETH


Beth regretted the invitation before Jamie even answered. The moment the words left her lips, she heard her own voice loop back at her: You never think, Beth. You say the first thing that pops into your head. God, now she’s thinking about how weird you⁠—

“Yeah, sure. Sounds like fun.” Jamie’s response cut through Beth’s loop of thoughts, causing her to raise her eyebrows in mild shock. But those perfect dimples peeked out as Jamie smiled at her, and before long, all was forgotten.

And now here they were, just the two of them, sitting in her living room with the fire crackling and a bottle of wine gradually emptying. It was all so ordinary—a simple evening of conversation that felt as comfortable as if they’d been friends for years. She found it truly astonishing. This was Jamie Lyons, the stunningly attractive Olympic gold medalist, the object of an alarmingly large number of her waking and not-so-waking thoughts, and she was just Beth.

Adding another log to the fireplace, gently stoking the flames with an antique iron poker, she closed the grate before twirling back around, wineglass in hand. An open bottle of her favorite Viognier from one of the local wineries sat on the coffee table between where she and Jamie had been sprawled out on the couch for the last two hours.

She had spent weeks internally agonizing over what it would be like to finally spend time alone with Jamie, conjuring scenarios filled with uncomfortable pauses and nervous laughter. Yet none of her fears had materialized. She was amazed at the lack of awkwardness, how natural it felt to laugh and share stories with Jamie. The way Jamie listened, genuinely engaged, and interested as she laughed along, making Beth feel at ease in a way she hadn’t experienced before.

Beth couldn’t help but wonder why everything with Jamie felt so right when even thinking about her in the ways she had let herself over the last few weeks had felt so wrong, given the fact that she was one: leaving in a few weeks, and two: her daughter’s coach, and three: only interested in being friends, as she had made explicitly clear.

“Oh my God, shut up!” Jamie laughed with her hand over her mouth.

Beth plopped down on the couch beside her, a little closer than she had been sitting before.

“I know. Up until she was about ten, Lily genuinely didn’t realize that men played professional sports, too. I guess we went a little heavy on the female representation in athletics with her. And look where it got us.” She laughed and playfully swatted Jamie.

Her eyes fixed on her hand still resting on Jamie’s knee, perplexed as to why her brain had not yet sent the signal to her hand that it was time to move. But instead of pulling her hand away, she let it linger there, feeling the heat of Jamie’s leg against the palm of her hand. Her eyes shot up and met Jamie’s puzzled expression.

“Sorry.” She grinned, pulling her hand away and setting her empty wineglass on the coffee table. “I’ve probably had enough of that for tonight,” she said, blaming her actions on the wine.

She made to scoot herself away from Jamie when a hand clasped around her wrist. She stilled, looking back at Jamie. This time, she was the one left confused by the unexpected gesture.

“I don’t mind,” Jamie said, her voice so soft that Beth had almost missed it.

Jamie didn’t mind? What did that mean?

“What?” she tried to say, wanting clarification, but Jamie slid a hand onto Beth’s thigh, giving her a gentle squeeze that Beth immediately felt radiating through her.

Okay, she was confused.

Was what she thought was about to happen actually going to happen? The way Jamie was eyeing her made her feel absolutely out of her mind with need, and she wanted Jamie more than she had wanted her that night in the gallery, before she had ever known who she was. But now, after the last month, she’d gotten to know Jamie, and that feeling of wanting her so badly? Yeah, it had only intensified.

Confusion stiffened her body. Jamie had been very clear about wanting to be friends, so why the sudden change?

“I don’t mind being touched by you,” Jamie confessed, reaching a hand out to tuck a stray strand of Beth’s blonde waves behind her ear. Beth heard the catch of her breath as Jamie’s fingers brushed ever so slightly across her cheek. The sound only seemed to make Jamie’s mischievous smile stretch even wider. “I like it when you do.”

Time slowed as Jamie studied her, slowly sweeping chocolate-hued eyes over her body. Her pulse quickened as Jamie leaned forward into her space, and she felt her presence in every nerve ending. She shuddered as Jamie’s lips brushed against hers softly, tentatively—wordlessly asking permission to continue. She granted it, her lips parting, inviting Jamie in—an invitation she didn’t refuse.

Their mouths moved together, each desperate to taste as much of the other as they could. She lost herself in the feeling of Jamie’s kiss as she pulled at the fabric of the dark hoodie Jamie had worn that evening. Slipping her hands up and under the soft fabric, delighting in the feel of warm skin underneath.

Their kisses were full of contradictions—hard and soft, fast and slow, intense and languid, all at once. It was dizzying, and her body hummed with excitement, but a small voice in her head was telling her to stop, that this wasn’t a good idea.

“Jamie, wait.” With Herculean effort, she pulled her lips away from Jamie’s, pushing slightly against her chest.

Jamie immediately stopped the movements she had been making with her lips over Beth’s jawline and pulled back, moving herself a good foot away on the couch. She looked at her as if she had been caught doing something wrong.

Beth nervously ran her fingers through her hair, willing her breathing to return to normal as her chest heaved from equal parts excitement and nervousness about the implications of what they’d done.

Her words shook as she spoke. “I-I think we’re drunk.”

That had to be it, right? That could be the only reason for the momentary lapse in judgment they had both shared. They’d each had a little too much wine, and hopefully they could laugh about this tomorrow.

Except, she didn’t feel drunk. Maybe a little buzzed, but definitely not drunk.

It had been twenty-seven days since she had felt Jamie’s lips on hers, and twenty-six days of pure torture, knowing how badly she wanted to feel them again.

“I’m not drunk,” Jamie said, holding her arms wide before bending her elbows one at a time and bringing the tips of her fingers to touch her nose. “See? Full coordination.” She grinned. “Are you drunk?”

“No, I don’t think so,” she said slowly. She didn’t want to say what she needed to next, but she knew she had to. “I thought . . .” She took a deep breath. “I thought you only wanted to be friends?”

A slow grin spread across Jamie’s face as she let her eyes deliberately drag their way over Beth’s body.

“I thought so, too.” Jamie’s voice was low and husky as she leaned forward into Beth, running her tongue up Beth’s neck to nibble on her earlobe, sending a shiver of excitement down her spine. “But the problem is, I don’t think about my friends the way I think about you.” Jamie growled, the heat and thickness—a jolt of tightness coiling through her. “And I definitely don’t think about fucking them the way I’ve been thinking about fucking you.”

Beth couldn’t contain the whimper that escaped, her chest heaving as she stared at Jamie in disbelief. The last few weeks had been a test of her willpower. Having to see Jamie on a near daily basis but knowing she couldn’t have her, and all this time, Jamie still wanted her? This was such a bad idea.

Or was it? She couldn’t tell, but her track record with romantic decision-making wasn’t great. But this? Yeah, this probably—no, definitely—would fall under the “bad idea” column. She didn’t care, though. Jamie still wanted her, and that was all that mattered.

She grabbed fistfuls of Jamie’s hoodie as she pulled her down on top of her, feeling her back crash into the cushions of the couch, and she relished the delectable press of their bodies together, Jamie on top of her as their lips met. A deep moan escaped her lips as Jamie parted her legs with a toned thigh, pressing ever so slightly up and into her.

If she thought her head had been spinning before, it was nothing in comparison to what she was feeling now. God, she felt like a teenager again, unable to handle even the lightest of touches. She could feel her clit throbbing against the fabric of her underwear as Jamie ground her thigh against her again. Her breath hitched, and her fingers grasped for something—anything—to hold onto. Her hands found Jamie’s waist, and she dug her fingertips into her and moaned again as Jamie pressed her thigh against her once more.

“I can tell you’ve wanted me, too.” Jamie groaned, slipping a hand under the hem of Beth’s sweater.

She gasped as Jamie’s fingers danced across the skin of her abdomen, causing her muscles to contract involuntarily. A never-ending loop of Oh my God ran through her mind as her excitement began to build. So many times, she had thought about what it would be like to feel Jamie touch her again.

“The way you’re always watching me at the gym . . .” Her fingers slipped under the elastic of the lacy bralette Beth was wearing. She quietly thanked herself for unknowingly planning accordingly, and she happened to be in one of her cute bras. Jamie’s hand worked its way up to cup her breast, massaging gently, running the pad of her thumb across Beth’s already-hardened nipple.

“When you think I’m not looking . . .” Jamie pushed the hem of her sweater up, exposing the navy blue lace that contrasted against her milky skin. “. . . and how you pretend you haven’t been when I catch you.”

A mischievous glint sparkled in her eyes. She was clearly delighting in the noises escaping from Beth’s lips as Jamie rolled a hardened nipple between her thumb and forefinger while pressing her thigh into Beth, harder this time. God, the things Jamie made her feel by barely touching her. It was too much and not enough. She needed more. She needed more friction, more contact, more Jamie.

Her back arched up into Jamie’s touch, and in one swift move, Jamie pushed aside the lacy barrier swiftly before taking Beth’s nipple into her mouth and swirling her tongue around it, flicking playfully.

“Jamie.” Her name left Beth’s lips a hiss that morphed into a pleading whine as she held the back of Jamie’s head against her, massaging her scalp with the tips of her fingers. It had been the first thing she’d been able to utter besides a moan. Her eyes fluttered closed at the sensation of Jamie’s tongue making a series of small circles around her nipple. With each swirl, she grew wetter and wetter, and she bucked her hips up into Jamie as she felt Jamie’s teeth bite down ever so slightly.

“Take me upstairs,” Jamie whispered against her.

Beth did.

She led Jamie up the stairs to her bedroom, then closed and locked the door behind them. The second the door was shut, Jamie was on her, turning her in her arms, pressing her body against Beth’s back, holding her up against the door. Beth pressed the palms of her hand against the door as Jamie’s hands explored her torso—like she was mapping and memorizing every inch of her. She let her head fall back as Jamie kissed along the ridge of her shoulder blade and up her neck, hands firmly planted on Beth’s hips as she ground slowly against her ass.

“I’ve been thinking about this exact moment since that night at your show last month,” Jamie murmured against her skin. “Thinking about when we’d get to do this again.”

Beth braced herself against the door, pushing back into Jamie’s powerful frame. Nimble hands found the button of her jeans, skillfully popping it open before sliding a hand inside, meeting Beth’s wet heat as Jamie’s fingers slid through her folds, feeling her damp arousal. The noise that left Jamie’s throat in that moment should be considered illegal, at least in a few states.

“You’re so wet for me, and I’ve barely touched you.” Jamie brushed over Beth’s clit as she breathed the last word, making her body jolt in a way she’d never experienced.

Beth couldn’t take it anymore. The anticipation of wanting Jamie’s touch—not just tonight, but for weeks—had her completely on edge, and then Jamie did it again. She was helpless to stop the way her hand thudded against the door in pure ecstasy as that tingling sensation took over her body.

Repeatedly, that thudding noise filled her ears as she groaned, trying desperately to get lost in Jamie’s touch, but it felt fainter and fainter as the noise got louder and louder.

She blinked her eyes open, and darkness pressed in all around her.

Beth sat up in her bed, pushing damp hair off her face. Her cheeks burned, and she looked around, still confused. What the⁠—

“Mama, we need to leave. I’m already going to be late.” Lily thumped loudly on Beth’s bedroom door again.

Beth reached for her phone to check the time. 5:50 a.m. She let out a long, frustrated groan. It had all been a dream . . . It had all been a fucking dream.

She pulled her pillow over her head and let out her frustration into the soft linen-covered down. Her phone vibrated on her nightstand with an incoming text.

Jamie 5:52 AM


Morning! Thanks again for the wine and the chat last night. I had a really good time. We should do it again soon.




Beth found herself piecing together the previous evening with Jamie, details crisply separating from the hazy edges of sleep-induced fantasies.

What had really happened last night was that Jamie had stayed, at Beth’s invitation, for a drink, and what was meant to be a brief encounter had stretched into hours over a shared bottle of wine. It hadn’t really dawned on Beth that they had never truly spent any time together one-on-one and that something like this might be awkward, but their conversation flowed effortlessly, light and engaging, touching on topics with an ease that felt dangerously comfortable. Beth had laughed more freely than she had in months, drawn to Jamie’s sharp wit. The evening had been fun—genuinely fun.

But then Jamie went home, and Beth went to bed alone, as she was meant to.

Shocked awake by the bathroom’s cool tile on her feet, Beth splashed her face with cold water, trying to wash away the lingering feelings from her dream. As the water dripped down her face, she couldn’t help but acknowledge a stirring realization: she was possibly more invested in whatever was unfolding with Jamie than she had intended to be. The thought both thrilled and unnerved her as she reached for a towel, her heart racing. She was fucked.


EIGHT
JAMIE


Crisp October air filled Jamie’s lungs as her arms pumped, propelling her forward. The chill mixed with sweat cooling on her skin was sharp and invigorating.

Slowing her pace to a walk, she checked her watch for her mile time. 6:45. Not bad, but not her best. There was a reason she had been a gymnast and not a runner. She was there for endurance, not speed.

“Look who finally caught up.” Amanda bounced on the balls of her feet, ready to go again, as Jamie approached, still trying to catch her breath. Amanda had always been filled with endless energy; Jamie, on the other hand, not so much.

“I’m tapping out,” Jamie said, clutching at her side. Yeah, she was out of shape.

“You know, you really should move back here solely to get your ass back in shape,” Amanda teased, nudging her with her elbow. “What exactly have you been doing down in Oregon?”

Jamie didn’t answer her. She glared as she dabbed sweat from her brow with the hem of her shirt.

They walked back toward the gym in contemplative silence as Jamie’s mind tried to make sense of her thoughts. She stooped down to tie her shoe, purposefully not meeting Amanda’s eyes. “Can you stop with the moving-back talk?”

“What?”

Jamie didn’t answer right away. Instead, she took her time with her laces, buying herself a minute more. The little quips Amanda had been dropping about moving back to Seattle had finally got to her, and her annoyance bubbled over. “The moving-back talk. You mention it, like, every other day, and it’s getting old, especially since I’m never doing it—I’m never moving back here.” The words left her mouth with an unintended bite.

Indignation spread across Amanda’s face, and Jamie felt the mood shift between them. She stood, squaring her shoulders.

“I’m sorry for suggesting such a terrible idea.” Amanda rolled her eyes with a huff of frustration. “Is it so inconceivable that I missed having my best friend around? You up and moved away out of the blue to go what, hide in Oregon?”

“I haven’t been hiding.” Her words were half-hearted, giving herself away.

“What else would you call disappearing without saying anything and moving to a remote location where only a few people know how to get in touch with you?” Amanda tilted her head, her hands on her hips, waiting for Jamie’s response as her question hung between them.

Jamie was quiet for a few moments. Amanda wasn’t wrong.

Amanda slipped her hand into Jamie’s, gently squeezing her before letting go.

“I’m worried about you.”

Bright green eyes bore into Jamie, and she felt a heaviness descend on her, the weight of the last seven years sitting on her shoulders.

“I just . . .” She stopped in her tracks, suddenly overwhelmed by the feeling of her throat constricting. Damn it. This was why she didn’t like talking about her feelings—because she always ended up like this. Like she, tough-as-nails Jamie Lyons, could actually cry. “You have no idea what I went through,” she choked out.

Amanda gave her a sympathetic look but didn’t back down.

“I don’t?”

Yeah, Amanda was definitely annoyed now. Jamie glanced down at her feet again. “Jamie, I’m the only one who knows what you’ve been through, because I’m the only one patient enough to push past your emotional walls.” Frustration coated her words as Amanda continued, her fiery tendency taking over as Jamie stood in front of her, taking it. She deserved that much. “And thank God I did, because if I hadn’t, I don’t think you would’ve ever told me—your best friend, Jamie—that you had gotten diagnosed with fucking breast cancer, or that you weren’t planning on trying to fight it. Do you know how that felt? Knowing you didn’t think I was worth leaning on?” Amanda’s voice cracked as her chest heaved, and she wiped away her tears. She had always been an angry crier.

There it was, after seven years—a conversation that had been long overdue. Finally having been said out loud, the words hung heavy in the open air between them.

Jamie had never planned on telling anyone about her cancer diagnosis. She had never planned on trying to beat it.

A tightness filled her chest, and she felt like her heart was being squeezed too tight. She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. She wanted to run, to get away from this conversation and this feeling. No, correction. She needed to get away. She felt her fingertips twitch against her thigh where she had been holding it unnaturally stiff.

Amanda’s face softened as she looked at Jamie, and the intensity of her previous statement faded.

“Jamie, I love you, but it’s time for you to come home. Come back to Seattle and start living your life again.”

That word. Home. Did Jamie even have a home? It had been so long since this place had made her feel any sense of that word. Her skin prickled with her discomfort, and she glanced to the side.

Amanda flashed her a knowing smirk. “How badly do you want to take off running right now?”

“More than anything,” she responded hoarsely, “and I hate that you know that about me.” Jamie’s voice shook slightly with the threat of tears.

“Someone has to know you like that, Lyons.”

Amanda took a step toward Jamie and wrapped her tightly in a hug. It took a moment before her shoulders relaxed into her friend’s arms.

“You deserve to have people know you,” Amanda said softly, “but no one can do that if you don’t let them in.” She pulled back, keeping her hands firmly on Jamie’s shoulders. “You’re one of the best people in the world, and nobody but me knows. It’s tragic.”

Was she, though? Or was she old news? A washed-up Olympian, the once-great Jamie Lyons, America’s golden gymnastics girl who had let down her entire country with one single social-media post.

She wiggled free from Amanda’s hold and spun around, wiping at the corners of her eyes to conceal the tears that were stinging and making her vision blurry. “Fuck feelings,” she groaned.

“It’s okay to cry, Jamie.” Amanda touched Jamie’s shoulder, rubbing small, comforting circles.

“I don’t cry. You know that.” She turned back around. “And besides,” she said, her overly chipper tone sounding so unnatural, “there’s nothing to cry about. We’re good.”

Amanda didn’t say anything. Green eyes searched Jamie’s face, trying to read between the lines of what she wasn’t saying.

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing.” Her response was, once again, too quick to be believable.

They were silent again, Amanda’s gaze never leaving Jamie, who had suddenly found herself very interested in a patch of dirt beside her left shoe.

“Does this have anything to do with what’s happening between you and Beth?” Amanda asked quietly. Jamie’s eyes snapped up, words leaving her mouth before she had time to think.

“There isn’t anything going on with me and Beth.”

Amanda’s lips cracked into a smile. “Yeah, okay.” She laughed, bumping her shoulder into Jamie’s.

“Can we not do this right now?” Jamie groaned, running her fingers through damp curls and twisting them back into a topknot as they started walking back to the gym.

“I have eyes, you know,” Amanda pressed. “I can tell you two have it bad for each other.”

“We do not!”

“Yeah, you totally do.”

“We’re just friends.” Jamie echoed the lie she’d been trying to tell herself for the last few weeks—that she and Beth were friends; that there were no lingering feelings between them—but she knew that wasn’t entirely true. If it were, Jamie wouldn’t have vivid fantasies of Beth flashing through her mind daily. She could feel it in every interaction with her. How her body responded in little ways, like how she felt her cheeks heat when Beth’s beautiful blue eyes were on her, or how her heart rate spiked slightly when she talked to Beth.

“Whatever you need to tell yourself, babe.” Amanda smirked. “But that dopey, lovestruck puppy look you get whenever you’re in the same room together? That says a lot.” She clapped a hand on Jamie’s back as they moved into the parking lot of PGTC. “Can I be totally honest with you for a sec?” Amanda’s voice was hesitant—a rare occurrence for her best friend, who was always assured and confident.

“If I said no, would that stop you?”

“Absolutely not.” Amanda faced her, her head cocked, causing a thick curtain of red waves to hang to one side. “You fought so hard to kick cancer’s ass, to do what? You spend most days alone playing video games or hiking. You have an occasional one-night stand when you’re feeling lonely, and you see me every few months. Is that the life you’ve always wanted? Is that enough for you?”

“I do more than that,” Jamie said dumbly, caught off guard by Amanda’s blunt observation. “Sometimes I do yoga.” She tried to hide her discomfort at being called out by Amanda in a joke, her go-to defense mechanism, but she knew Amanda saw right through it.

What had she been doing for the last few years? She’d beaten cancer but hadn’t figured out how to live afterward. That part had been harder than she’d expected. Her life had become so small—no career, no family, not even a plant to care for. She told herself she liked it that way, but lately, the lie felt paper-thin, already fraying at the edges—especially when she thought about Beth.

“I don’t know, Amanda,” Jamie said genuinely.

“Well, there’s no time like the present to figure it out.” Amanda shot her a look that said It’s about fucking time to figure it out before continuing. “I love you, Lyons, but I can’t keep sitting quietly watching you waste your life away. You need to find your fire again, whatever it is.”

Jamie scoffed. Amanda had always been good at knowing when to show tough love, and as much as she’d pretended to hate it, she loved her for it, even if it meant Jamie occasionally found herself on the receiving end.

“Promise me you’ll consider moving back here. I think it would be really good for you. You could keep coaching, or even consult. Do you know how many people would kill to have you mentor them? Hell, I miss you kicking my ass in training every day. Don’t you? Just come back and find your footing.” Amanda squeezed her arm.

Come back and start living again. The words echoed in Jamie’s mind, clashing with every excuse she’d spent years perfecting. Oregon was safe, simple, quiet—everything Seattle wasn’t. But quiet didn’t feel as comforting as it used to. And lately, the idea of being seen in deeper ways didn’t feel as terrifying as it once had.

“I’ll think about it. I promise.”

Amanda’s seriousness was replaced with her warm smile again.

“See, that wasn’t so hard now, was it? Your therapist deserves a huge raise, though. I thought for sure you were going to take off sprinting at one point.”

“What can I say.” Jamie’s voice was dry. “Growth is possible.”

The rumble of Beth’s Land Rover pulled Jamie’s attention before she realized she was searching for it. The sound seemed to vibrate through her chest, settling between her ribs. She waved instinctively, her pulse quickening as Beth stepped out.

“You’ve got one massive crush, Jamie Lyons.” Amanda leaned in closer before whispering, “Now you need to decide what you’re going to do about it.”

Jamie kept busy at the gym that week, but she couldn’t shake the question Amanda had asked her. Was her life enough? The thought gnawed at her. Amanda’s words always crept back in, no matter how hard she focused. She was still turning it over when a voice carried across the gym, snapping her back to the present.

“Earth to Jamie.” Lily waved her arms across the floor mats. “Are you going to go or what?”

She shook her head and centered herself in the moment. She and Lily had been playing Stick It, a game Jamie and Amanda had made up when they had been kids. The idea was similar to the game Horse in basketball. The first one to spell out Stick It loses.

“What? Afraid I’m gonna win?” Lily called out.

“What’s the call, Gallagher?” Jamie teased back.

“Roundoff, double back handspring, double layout.”

Easy, Jamie thought as she rolled back her shoulders, setting herself in the corner of the mat. She lined herself up for her turn, her focus sharp. It took ten seconds for Jamie to execute a seamless roundoff followed by the double back handspring, culminating in a perfectly landed double layout. Hell yeah. She still had it.

“Oh man, I thought that one was definitely going to get you.” Lily’s voice was laced with disappointment. Much like Jamie, she liked to win.

A familiar prickle ran down Jamie’s spine before, and she knew why. Sure enough, Beth was there, watching from the parents’ viewing area. She gave a slight wave, causing her cheeks to flush furiously.

“Oh, look! Mom’s here for the meeting already.” Lily beamed as she waved to Beth. “Good, she can watch me beat you.”

Jamie scanned the gym, thinking about what move she wanted to call for her turn before pointing to the balance beam.

Lily let out a groan. “You picked that on purpose, didn’t you? You know the beam is my least favorite.”

“It’s called strategy, Lily. You should try it. We’ll do a dismount—how about a roundoff double pike? Do you want to go first, or should I show you how it’s done?”

“No thanks. I can show you how it’s done.” Lily flipped her ponytail, and Jamie laughed quietly. Yup. One hundred percent a competitor, exactly like Jamie.

Lily mounted the beam, her eyes sharp with determination. Sprinting down its length, she launched into a roundoff double pike dismount. Jamie spotted the mistake immediately—Lily’s rotation was a fraction too slow. Her heels hit the mat first, the momentum carrying her into an unsteady step forward.

“That’s an ‘I’ for you,” Jamie teased.

“Yeah, but you still have to land it, or else I win,” Lily smirked, stepping aside.

Jamie stepped onto the beam, her body remembering before her mind could catch up. She was weightless in the air—until she wasn’t. Too much power. She hit the mat with a solid thump, the wind knocked from her lungs.

“Jamie, are you okay?” Lily was down on the mats next to her, concern on her face.

“I’m good.” She coughed, sitting up and catching her breath. “My ego, though, not so much. I can’t believe I lost.” She smiled at Lily, whose grin rapidly spread across her cheeks.

“What an embarrassing fall,” Amanda teased, as she approached them. “And to think you used to be the best in the world at that.” She held a hand to Jamie, who took it, letting her hoist her to her feet. “Lily, your moms are here for our check-in. Can you please take them to my office? Jamie and I will meet you there in a minute.”

Jamie grabbed her water bottle and hoodie, the latter crumpled on the edge of the floormats.

“She seems like she’s warmed up to you. Did my advice work after all?”

Jamie smirked, took a long swig from her water bottle, then wiped her mouth with her hand. “I guess.” Jamie shrugged. It was easier than admitting the truth—that Lily’s trust settled deep inside Jamie, unfamiliar but solid. It had been a long time since she’d earned someone’s trust instead of breaking it.

Thankfully, they arrived at Amanda’s office before she could press her for more. The adrenaline from earlier still lingered, humming through her as they entered.

“Thank you both for making it to the first parents’ meeting,” Amanda started, taking her spot behind her desk. “We like to do these meetings regularly to keep an open dialogue going between us and ensure we’re still all working toward the same goals. Jamie, do you want to dive in?”

She pushed herself off the wall she had been quietly leaning against. Her eyes quickly met Beth’s before landing on Lily’s matching set. “Sure. As you all know, Lily and I have been working closely the last month, and that’s given me a lot of time to observe and assess where she’s at.” She caught a slight flash of nervousness in Lily’s gaze, still fixed on her. “From what I’m seeing, we have a shot at getting you to the Olympics next summer.”

A stillness settled in the room before Sarah clapped her hands together, and Lily squealed. “Oh my God! You really think so? Like, you’re not just messing with me!?”

“I do,” Jamie confirmed. “But I don’t think it will be easy. Lily, you’ll most likely be the youngest person there, competing against girls who are anywhere up to eight years older than you, but I truly think we can get you on that Olympic team. In the next few weeks, our focus will be getting your skills back to the same competition level you were competing at in the spring. You’re in a great spot with your floor routine and vault, but the beam and bars still need some finessing.”

“Our first big hurdle will be getting the US Gymnastics Federation to accept you competing as a Senior Elite gymnast,” Amanda added. “Because you’ve missed most of this season due to injury, we have to petition the federation for acceptance, but I don’t think we’ll have any problems there. You have the necessary skills, but this is more of a formality. I’ve already reached out, and someone will make the trip up in December for an evaluation.”

“I hate to be the one to bring this up,” Beth interjected, her usual light tone replaced by something sharper—almost hesitant, “but do we think Lily is ready for all this? This seems like so much. She’s only fourteen.” She reached out and squeezed Lily’s forearm.

“I’ll be fifteen in two months, Mom,” Lily shot back quickly, as if it made a difference.

Jamie’s eyes were still on Beth, and her mouth had opened slightly to speak, but Sarah beat her to it.

“What if the federation denies the petition?”

“It’s unlikely, but if that does happen, Lily would not be able to compete at the Senior Elite level, nor be eligible for the Olympic trials in June next year,” Amanda answered, her tone neutral.

“In which case,” Jamie chimed in, “I would recommend shifting our focus to planning for Lily’s collegiate career, possibly exploring specialization as a strategy for the Olympics in 2028. But, like Amanda said, we feel that’s unlikely.” She met Beth’s impossibly blue eyes, hoping she could offer her the reassurance she was seeking. “As for Lily’s readiness, Amanda and I wouldn’t recommend this if we didn’t feel it was a viable path for Lily.” Jamie paused as she carefully selected the words she next wanted to say. “Your daughter”—Jamie looked first at Beth and then to Sarah—“has got something I’ve never seen in a gymnast before, and we’re at a moment here where I truly believe Lily has the chance to be one of the greats of this sport.”

Silence fell over the room as Jamie’s words sank in.

Lily was the first to speak, her voice smaller than usual. “One of the greats? Like you two?”

“No, better,” Jamie said.

“And you—you think this, too?” Beth asked Amanda.

“I do. That’s why we think it would be beneficial for Lily to continue training with Jamie one-on-one through the end of the year. We’ll get Lily through the petition with the federation and prepare for the Glacial Cup in January. That competition will be our big indicator for how we proceed,” Amanda finished matter-of-factly.

Jamie tried to subtly catch Beth’s eye as Sarah asked follow-up questions, but Beth didn’t give her anything, so she turned her attention back to Lily.

“I have a few questions,” Lily interjected, as the adults continued their conversation. Jamie crossed her arms with a smirk. She liked seeing Lily comfortable enough to open up to them as a group.

“Okay, shoot.”

Lily pulled out a tablet from her backpack.

“I wrote everything down so I wouldn’t forget. Can I please pick my own floor routine music? It needs to be cool. Can we switch up my cross-training to be somewhere that’s not here? And, Jamie, I want you to come over to dinner at Mom’s once a week.” She beamed as she clicked the button on her tablet, making the screen dark.

Jamie surveyed Lily for a moment. She was proud of Lily for taking ownership of her training and asking for exactly what she wanted. The Lily Gallagher she had met a month ago wouldn’t have done that. She narrowed her brow, giving Lily a contemplative look before answering her questions in order.

“Yes, yes, and as long as it’s okay with your mom, because I have a feeling you didn’t ask her yet.” Her eyes lingered on Beth once again, who smiled for the first time.

“No, she did not ask me, but it’s fine. We can coordinate what night works best.” Beth draped an arm across Lily’s shoulders, and Jamie noticed that this time, Lily didn’t try to pull away; instead, she smiled right back at Beth. It seemed like her own relationship with Lily wasn’t the only one improving.

That night, Jamie found herself alone in the gym again. She contemplated texting Amanda, telling her she was coming over, but ultimately decided against it. Instead, she flicked on the lights in the gym’s kitchen and headed straight for the fridge, pulling out her bag of groceries.

The rattling at the gym’s front doors yanked Jamie from her dinner preparations, a break in the evening’s quiet she hadn’t expected. She snatched a towel, wiping her hands as she moved toward the disturbance. Peering through the glass, her heart gave a familiar lurch at the sight of the figure outside. Beth. Excitement surged through her.

“Hey, stranger,” Jamie greeted, her voice warm as she swung the door open.

Beth rushed in. “Hi. I’m so sorry to show up like this.” A flurry of lavender scent enveloped Jamie as she brushed past, the scent calming and electrifying all at the same time.

“I tried calling, but you didn’t answer. I was in the shower, and Lily called me from Sarah’s, panicking because she lost her tablet. We looked it up on that phone-finder-app thing and saw that it was here. Is it okay if I try and find it quickly? Then I’ll be gone, out of your hair, and you can get back to your evening.” Beth paused, finally catching her breath, staring at Jamie with panic in her eyes. “I said hi, right? Oh my God, please tell me I didn’t jump into all of that without saying hello.”

“You said hi, don’t worry.” The corners of Jamie’s mouth lifted into an involuntary smile at the sight of Beth’s flustered state. Their eyes met, and Beth returned a grin of her own. “Let’s look around and see if we can find it.”

Together, they ventured through the gym, searching for Lily’s misplaced tablet. They checked cubbies, locker rooms, and tutoring spaces but found nothing.

“You know what? I think I know where it is,” Jamie realized, after a moment of thought. “She took it out during our meeting this afternoon. It’s got to be in Amanda’s office.”

And there it was. Jamie retrieved the small black tablet from the desk and handed it to Beth, their hands touching briefly as their gazes locked. In that fleeting connection, Jamie’s heart fluttered uncontrollably. She couldn’t help but absorb every detail of her. Beth’s presence seemed to brighten the dim room. Jamie had seen Beth many times over the past month, and with each encounter, she found Beth more captivating than the last.

Jamie had unknowingly been cataloging the countless details about Beth that transfixed her, like her laugh when something truly amused her, or how she absent-mindedly tucked her hair behind her ear, and the way she seemed to float between her reserved and effusive moments. She wasn’t sure when she’d started noticing, only that she couldn’t stop. No detail about her was too big or too small.

These details had etched themselves into Jamie’s mind, documenting the intricate layers that made Beth uniquely her. It was overwhelming, but in a way that made Jamie yearn for more, for deeper connection, even when she knew she should be treading carefully.

“Thank you!” Beth exclaimed, throwing her arms around Jamie and pulling her into a hug. Jamie instinctively melted into the embrace, her arms wrapping around Beth’s waist, drawing her closer as their bodies pressed together. Time seemed to pause, and Jamie was intensely aware of every point of contact between them. She never wanted it to end. She wanted to know what it would be like to dive into Beth headfirst, and—woah.

A tightness pulled at her chest, and taking a breath seemed impossible. What the hell was that? Pull it together, Lyons, she told herself, trying to get a grip on the moment.

The sharp ring of Beth’s phone demanded their attention, pulling Beth away and leaving Jamie’s arms to fall limply to her sides. Her head spun as she tried to wrap her mind around and process the sudden rush of thoughts and feelings. A realization dawned on her: Amanda had been right. She was crushing hard.

“It’s Lily,” Beth murmured, a gentle contrast to the intensity Jamie was wrestling with internally. “Hi, Lils. Yes, I found your tablet⁠—”

Jamie drifted toward the trophy display, feigning interest in her attempt to give Beth some space. In truth, she could have remained by Beth’s side, utterly oblivious to the conversation, as her thoughts were tumbling through confusion and realizations. Where was this sudden surge of emotion coming from? Why now? She had always steered clear of envisioning a shared life, too wary of disappointment to indulge in such fantasies.

Despite the distance, snippets of Beth’s conversation floated over. “No, love, I’m not bringing it to your mom’s tonight. You can get it tomorrow after the soccer game.” Beth’s voice was firm. She glanced apologetically at Jamie. “Lily, please put your mom on.” Briefly covering the phone’s mouthpiece, she whispered to Jamie, “Sorry. Give me a minute?”

Jamie focused peripherally on Beth as she continued her conversation, still pretending to be interested in the display case before her as Beth talked to Sarah. “Sarah, why did you tell Lily I would bring her tablet over tonight?” The annoyance in Beth’s voice was palpable, a sharp departure from her usual warmth. “That’s not my problem, Sarah. Figure it out.”

After hanging up, Beth exhaled deeply, her fingers instinctively seeking comfort in her hair, weaving through the strands and tugging slightly.

“Everything okay?” Jamie ventured cautiously, as Beth rejoined her. She suddenly wanted to do everything she could to ease Beth’s stress.

“The joys of co-parenting,” Beth replied, her voice regaining its familiar, light timbre as she closed the gap between them slightly. They stood together in a comfortable silence, the earlier tension dissipating.

“From where I’m standing, it seems like you’re doing a great job,” Jamie said, inwardly cringing at the cliché. She watched a smile flicker back onto Beth’s face, and relief washed over Jamie.

“So, uh, the game tomorrow,” Jamie rambled, suddenly conscious of how hot her cheeks felt. “Are we still going together? Not together like that, but, like, you know, taking the ferry, uh, simultaneously . . .” She made to take a small step back and out of Beth’s close proximity. She only stopped when she felt Beth’s hand clasp around her forearm the same way she had done a month ago when they’d had their talk in the stairwell.

“Yes, Jamie,” Beth responded, her smile broadening. “We’re still going together. We’ll leave from my house around ten.” The simplicity of her affirmation, underscored by the softness in her eyes, left Jamie feeling like she was floating.

“Cool,” she said, smiling. Beth’s eyes swept over her body, and Jamie gulped, unsure about what was coming next.

“I should get going. See you tomorrow.”

Once more, Beth’s hand lingered on Jamie’s forearm, giving her a slight squeeze. But this touch was brief and fleeting, and as Beth pulled away, Jamie couldn’t help but miss her touch already.

“See you,” Jamie breathed, as Beth slipped out into the night.
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The sound of the front door opening and closing again floated up from the lower level to Beth’s bathroom, where she stood with a chunk of her blonde hair wrapped around the barrel of a curling iron.

“Hey, it’s me!” Jamie called out from downstairs. Beth tapped her phone to illuminate the time, and sure enough, Jamie was fifteen minutes early.

The sound of Jamie’s voice brought a mix of anticipation and nerves. She wasn’t sure why Jamie’s presence had this effect on her, but there it was—an exhilarating rush that was getting harder to ignore. She exited her bedroom and went to the loft that opened to the floor below.

“I’m early, I know. I got your text saying to let myself in when I got here.”

“Hey, I’m up here. Come on up. I’m finishing my hair.” Beth grinned as she noticed the two cups in Jamie’s hands. “You stopped for coffee?” she said excitedly, as Jamie ascended the stairs.

“I did.” Jamie flashed her a grin as she handed Beth one of the cups. “Nice hair,” she teased, indicating her half-done style. “I really like the look you’re going for.”

“Ha-ha,” Beth retorted dryly. “I wasn’t expecting you to be early. I had every intention of being ready to go when you arrived.” She took a sip of the drink Jamie had handed her, using the lip of the cup to hide her amusement. “Oh my God, this is the best thing I’ve ever tasted.”

“Really?” Jamie fired back quickly, and Beth laughed.

“Your maturity level is astounding,” Beth deadpanned.

“It’s a wildflower honey lavender oat-milk latte. Obviously, I had to get it because of the lavender,” Jamie said, holding up the cup. Jamie’s smile stretched wide, revealing irresistible dimples that caught Beth’s attention. As they moved through the door to her bedroom, Beth noticed Jamie’s gaze quickly scanning the room before they stepped into the en suite.

“Obviously,” Beth echoed, her voice light as she reached for the curling iron that lay forgotten on the counter.

“Sorry about being so early,” Jamie continued. “Amanda tells me I have an annoying habit of being fifteen minutes early to everything. But I was raised by a man who always said ‘If you’re not fifteen minutes early, you’re ten minutes late’ and I guess it kind of stuck.” She leaned against the vanity.

“I don’t mind,” she said.

Beth tried to concentrate on the curling iron in her hand, but Jamie’s presence was too much. She stole a glance in the mirror, taking in Jamie’s figure reflected behind her. Jamie’s style was effortless. Her loose, cream-colored Puget Sound Pride crew neck draped casually over her frame, paired with tapered dark green pants and classic black high-top sneakers. It was all so Jamie—practical and effortlessly appealing, much like the first night they had met.

“Plus, I have news for you,” Jamie said.

Beth felt a familiar flutter in her stomach as Jamie’s proximity brought a mix of comfort and confusion. Their natural ease around each other was exhilarating and baffling, especially now, in the intimacy of her bedroom. Beth redirected her focus to her reflection in the mirror, trying to mask the quickening of her heartbeat.

“Look at your coffee cup,” Jamie said, her grin infectious.

Beth examined the cup from Latte Love, the local coffee shop, and giggled softly upon seeing the alteration. Someone had creatively doodled over the logo with a permanent marker, renaming it “A Latte Love for the Drip Drop Café.”

“They changed the name again?” she said, sharing a smile with Jamie in the mirror.

“They changed the name again,” Jamie echoed, her own smile turning conspiratorial.

Beth placed the curling iron on the counter. “There, all done.” She shook her head, letting her curls settle.

“Wait, hold still.” Jamie reached for the curling iron. Her hand gently touched Beth’s, sending a jolt through her that froze her in place. “You missed a section. Let me get it for you.”

Beth’s breath hitched slightly. Her eyes locked on Jamie’s reflection as she expertly curled the missed strand. Jamie’s focus was meticulous, her touch light yet assured. When done, she returned the curling iron to the counter and turned it off.

“There. Now you’re perfect,” Jamie announced, taking a step back, but not before her eyes met Beth’s in the mirror. A moment held, loaded with something, but she wasn’t quite sure what. She wanted to ask Jamie—ask her what exactly was going on between them—because as much as Jamie said she just wanted to be friends, Beth couldn’t help but turn every one of their interactions in her mind over and over, and the more she examined them, the more confused she was. She needed clarity, for once and for all, to close whatever infinite loop she had found herself in. But before she could muster up the courage, the moment passed.

Jamie gave her another smile. “We should probably head out.”

A little while later, the pair weaved through the maze of tailgaters, scanning for Sarah’s setup.

“I see them,” Beth said, pointing them out before leading the way.

Jamie followed closely as they approached the lively tailgate party, where Sarah greeted them with enthusiastic hugs. “You made it!” Sarah beamed, embracing Beth and then Jamie warmly. She quickly turned to Jamie. “You’ve met a good handful of our friends already—from the Ultimate Frisbee team—but let me introduce you to everyone else.”

As Sarah ushered Jamie toward the chattering group, Beth caught Jamie’s eye and jokingly mouthed, “You’ll be fine.” She could have sworn Jamie winked at her. Or was she imagining it because she wanted nothing more than Jamie’s attention?

Sean’s teasing voice made Beth jump. “Feeding her to the wolves so soon?” he joked, earning himself a playful shove from her.

“She’ll be fine.” Beth scanned the crowd subtly. “Plus, Sarah’s got her playing on their Ultimate Frisbee team now. You know how she likes to rope people in.”

“Is that still going on?” Sean’s whisper sliced through her thoughts, his words edged with knowing. His gaze was sharp—too sharp. “Are you and Sarah still . . . close?”

Beth leaned closer, her voice barely above a whisper. “Not now, Sean.”

She reached over to grab water from the cooler, trying to hide her discomfort as Sean feigned injury. “You wound me,” he dramatized, clutching his chest.

“I didn’t know you were going to be here today. I thought you were taking Dylan to California?”

“Last-minute change of plans. Dylan will be staying with me a little longer than initially expected.” Along with a silent exchange of You know how these things go, referring to the balance of co-parenting with an ex-spouse. “Lily invited Dylan, and then Sarah said I should come, too. I’m glad I did, darling. You’ve got yourself in quite the predicament here. A meeting of the lovers, present and possibly future. The drama.”

She smirked as he made light of the precarious situation she had found herself in today. “Shut up, Sean.”

Beth’s focus drifted from Sean as he switched seamlessly into business chatter, her eyes drawn past him to where Jamie mingled effortlessly with Sarah and others from the Ultimate team. Beth’s eyes seemed always to find Jamie, drawn to her natural ease with the crowd. Whenever their gazes met, Beth felt a pang of guilt, quickly followed by an undeniable pull—a mixture of longing and confusion that left her feeling more off-balance with each passing moment. She met Sarah’s eyes without meaning to, her stomach tightening. Had she seen her watching Jamie?

Sean’s voice snapped her back to reality. “And that’s when I said to him, ‘You don’t get the pudding without slogging through the muck,’” he boasted, clearly pleased with himself. Beth realized she had missed the lead-up to his anecdote, rendering the punchline flat. She forced a laugh, the tangled knot of her emotions making it difficult to stay present.

The arrival of Sean’s daughter, Dylan, and Lily, both adorned with new scarves and bubbling with excitement about their recent escapade to the merchandise stand, attracted Beth’s gaze. But Jamie’s approach, when she was called over by Lily, drew Beth’s full attention, her presence making Beth’s heart perform anxious flips.

Jamie turned to Beth with a curious look as Lily proudly explained the perks of the suite tickets—a benefit from Sarah’s job—and Dylan enthusiastically agreed.

“Can’t wait,” Jamie remarked casually. “Both your moms have cool jobs.”

“I guess. Mama’s job is definitely cooler, because Mom is a lawyer, which sounds really boring!” Lily’s blunt honesty made Jamie chuckle, even as the conversation returned to the adults.

Take that, Sarah, Beth found herself thinking smugly. Lily thinks I have the cooler job.

Sean, ever the networker, introduced himself to Jamie with a hint of mischief in his tone. He clearly enjoyed the moment more than Beth felt was appropriate.

“Since it seems like B here has completely forgotten all her manners,” Sean said, holding his hand out, “I’m Sean Cassidy, Beth’s agent and friend. You must be Jamie Lyons. I’ve heard so much about you.” It took all of Beth’s willpower not to punch Sean in the stomach at that moment. He was getting way too much satisfaction out of her torment.

Jamie’s eyes flashed to Beth briefly before she offered her hand, returning his handshake.

“Hopefully all good things. Your gallery is beautiful, and you know how to throw one heck of a party.”

“Only great things.” He smirked and reached into his pocket before pulling out a business card and handing it to Jamie. “My card. If you’re ever in the market for some art, call me first.”

“Really, Sean? Ease off, please.”

“That’s how you build an empire, B,” Sarah’s voice added, as she joined them, taking the spot directly next to her and placing a hand on the small of Beth’s back. “You’ve got to always be on if you want to succeed. Sean knows that. That’s why he’s got such a thriving operation.”

Beth froze at the feeling of Sarah’s fingers lightly grazing her back. She shifted her weight, slightly, thankful when Sarah dropped her hand.

“Wow, look at that. We agree on something,” Sean glared, making no attempt to hide his mild disdain.

“Play nice, you two,” Beth added under her breath, while Sarah continued, pretending not to have heard Sean.

“We’re going to make our way over to the suite. I’m corralling everyone now. So, if you want to start heading that way, that would be great.”

Their group slowly made their way to the stadium, Beth trailing slightly behind them and Jamie standing beside her. The morning had turned into early afternoon. Gray clouds had rolled in, and Beth regretted not bringing a heavier jacket. With the sun now behind the clouds, she was starting to get a little cold.

“You look like you’re freezing,” Jamie said, taking in the goose bumps that had risen on Beth’s forearms.

“I should have brought a jacket. That was dumb on my part. I’ll buy a hoodie when we get into the stadium.”

“No need for that,” Jamie countered quickly, tugging her sweatshirt over her head, her shirt creeping up enough and—oh God, those abs. Beth couldn’t help the involuntary way her eyes lingered on the exposed skin.

“Oh, no, really, I shouldn’t.” A nervous laugh left her as she gestured helplessly with her hands, her protest feeble and half-hearted.

“Too late.” Jamie handed over the sweatshirt with a playful flourish. “Besides, it’ll look better on you than it ever did on me.”

Beth accepted the sweatshirt, her fingers brushing Jamie’s, making her jump at the unexpected jolt. Beth pulled Jamie’s sweatshirt over her head, and the scent of eucalyptus and spearmint enveloped her. It was intoxicating, calming her in a way she hadn’t realized she needed. She hugged the fabric closer, feeling as if she were wrapped in Jamie’s warmth and not just a borrowed piece of clothing.

Jamie smirked. “I was right. You pull it off much better than I did.”

Brown eyes searched hers for a moment before she spoke again.

“Are you doing okay today?” Jamie asked. “You seem a little—I don’t know—not like yourself.” She cocked her head to the side in question, and Beth hesitated. She should say something. Anything. But she couldn’t bring herself to admit how tangled up she felt.

“Yup,” she replied instantly. “Totally fine. Everything is great.” Her tone was off, her smile forced, and she knew Jamie wasn’t buying it.

Jamie studied her for a second longer, then nodded. “If you say so.” She shifted her weight as she pushed up her sleeves, revealing the tattoo of the snake wound around lavender that adorned her right forearm.

“Tell me about your tattoo?” she asked, desperate to change the subject to anything else but how she was feeling.

Jamie nodded slightly, understanding that whatever it was, Beth wasn’t ready to talk about it, and pivoted. “Not much to tell. I got the lavender tattoo the day I turned eighteen. I wanted it sooner, but my dad wouldn’t consent for me. It’s for my mom. She passed away from cancer when I was thirteen. She loved lavender.”

They continued their walk toward the stadium.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Beth said. “I didn’t realize . . .”

“There was no way you would have known. You don’t need to apologize.”

A moment of silence passed between them as they walked.

“What about the snake?” she asked softly, genuinely curious.

“I got that five years ago. I’ve always liked the symbolism of snakes. Rebirth, healing—all that stuff.” She shrugged. “Like I said, not that deep.”

Inside the stadium, the pair flashed the lanyards Sarah had given them to the security guard, who ushered them through, pointing the way toward the suite.

“Woah,” Jamie said, letting out a low whistle as they entered the suite, perched high above the vibrant hustle of the soccer stadium. Beth wandered over to the window, which had panoramic views of the soccer field below. The afternoon sun had come out and cast a golden hue through the expansive windows. To the right, a large table was laid with food and beverages. Beyond the windows were a few rows of leather stadium seats reserved for their group.

Lily waved them down to the row of seats she and Dylan had claimed. Beth and Jamie filed in, Lily insisting Jamie take the seat directly next to her, leaving Beth on her other side. The whistle blew, indicating the start of the match.

She tried to focus on the game playing out before her eyes. Still, all she could think about was Jamie sitting beside her, the physical proximity slowly driving her crazy. Every inhale she breathed in was pure Jamie—eucalyptus, spearmint, and something woody, like she remembered from their night in the gallery. The warmth of Jamie’s sweatshirt was somehow comforting.

After a few key plays early in the game, Jamie and Lily jumped to their feet at various points, and Beth buzzed excitedly at the sensation of Jamie’s thigh brushing hers.

“I’m getting a snack,” Beth blurted out. “Anyone need anything?”

Lily shook her head no, eyes fixed on the field. Jamie turned her attention away from the game, and Beth could have sworn her eyes were sparkling, the way the tiny flecks of amber picked up the glistening afternoon sun.

“Can you grab me a hot dog, please? With mustard?”

“You got it.” Her tone was weird, even for her. She grimaced before turning and heading for the spread of food. This had been such a bad idea, coming here with Jamie.

She weaved around different groups of people who had joined the suite, now eating, drinking, and watching the game.

“Having fun?” A soft voice in her ear pulled her from her thoughts, causing her to jump. Sarah placed a hand on her lower back, as she leaned in speaking softly in her ear, “I’m glad we’re doing this. It’s fun to do things as a family again. It’s been too long.” Beth felt her muscles tighten involuntarily as guilt welled up. She shifted, avoiding Sarah’s gaze. “It’s good to see you out of your studio. You never know what will inspire your next great painting. What was it you used to say? That I always helped you find your inspiration?” She bumped her hip against Beth’s as she reached for a bag of chips.

Beth blinked, caught off guard. She had forgotten that. Sarah had always had an uncanny knack for knowing what she needed to be inspired. It was a way of giving love that was uniquely Sarah, and that used to mean something to her. She felt the edge she had been carrying all day soften slightly.

“Yeah, you have always been good at that,” she admitted, but the guilt she had been feeling all day only intensified.

She caught Sarah’s hazel eyes, and for a moment that guilt slipped away as Sarah’s hand rubbed a small circle on her lower back. Her smile was the same suggestive one she had flashed Beth earlier, and God, could she be any more obvious?

“Don’t,” she hissed, shirking away from Sarah’s touch.

Beth turned away from the table laden with food only to find herself face-to-face with Lily, who had been standing behind them, unbeknownst to either herself or Sarah.

Lily’s eyes rapidly shifted between the two of them as if she were trying to make sense of what she was seeing. Beth held her breath as she watched Lily. Her piercing blue eyes finally settled square on Beth, but she couldn’t quite read the expression painted on her face.

“Hi, sweetie,” Sarah said warmly, turning toward her as well.

“I ended up wanting a snack, too,” Lily said simply, her eyes not leaving Beth, her voice devoid of emotion as she reached around her and swiped one of the pre-prepared veggie trays, eyeing the two of them once more before whipping around, heading back to their seats.

“Shit,” Beth said, her heart climbing higher in her chest as panic welled within her. What did Lily know, or think she knew? Guilt intertwined with panic as she inhaled and was met with that subtle scent of Jamie still lingering on the sweatshirt.

“Hmm?” Sarah said, her attention turned back to her plate.

“Lily,” she started. How did Sarah seem so unbothered by this mess? “Do you think she suspects anything is going on between us?”

“She’s fourteen, Beth. She’s got things like Snapchat, Taylor Swift, and gymnastics on her mind, not reading between the subtle signs that her moms are back together.”

She blinked. Surely she had misheard what Sarah has said, because it couldn’t have been those two words.

Back together.

Back together?

They had never talked about being back together.

They had barely discussed the few times they had slept together since she had returned to Seattle. But to call that getting back together? That felt so big, much too big for Beth. She didn’t even know if that’s what she wanted. She hadn’t figured that out yet. She’d known falling back into their old habits wouldn’t end well. It never ended well for her, and here she was, walking the same line again. But why? Because it was easy? Because it was comfortable?

Sarah peered up from the plate on which she had meticulously arranged her food. Her eyes narrowed as they landed on the oversized sweatshirt, a flicker of something unreadable passing through her.

“That’s new, isn’t it?” she asked, her voice casual, but her hazel eyes lingered a moment too long. Beth swallowed hard.

“No. Uh, I got cold earlier, and Jamie let me borrow her sweatshirt.”

Sarah studied the borrowed sweatshirt, her expression unreadable. “You and Jamie seem to get along pretty well.”

“She’s a friend,” Beth said, too quickly—so quickly that even she didn’t believe it. She braced for Sarah’s smirk. And there it was, almost imperceptible.

“We could all use more of those, couldn’t we?” Sarah’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t say anything else, which added to the twisting feeling in Beth’s stomach. “It was nice of her to let you borrow it.” She trailed off, as if she had already made a point.

Beth knew that tone. It was the same one Sarah used to describe lawyers she’d go up against in court that she knew she’d easily take down. The tone she used when she didn’t see something—or someone—as a threat.

Sarah led them back to the row of seats as one of the midfielders faked out the opposing team and ran the ball down the field toward the opposing goal. Jamie and Lily were on their feet, cheering as Beth scooted toward Jamie, Sarah taking the open seat on Beth’s other side. The midfielder crossed the ball to one of the forwards, and the surge of cheers from the arena grew louder and louder.

“Send it!” Jamie yelled, jumping up and down, and for a moment, Beth let herself watch Jamie. She was free, engrossed in the game, completely comfortable being herself. Jamie turned to Beth, beaming as she took the hot dog from her. Cheers erupted from the stadium as the ball touched the back of the net. But Jamie’s gaze didn’t leave hers. Instead, she smiled softly and mouthed her thanks, bumping her shoulder gently against hers before turning her attention back toward the field.

Beth sat back down, the game roaring around her, adding to the noise of emotions swirling through her head.

“That was a great goal.” Sarah patted her thigh softly. It was the way she had touched her a thousand times before, but the tingly butterfly feeling that touch used to elicit had changed drastically over time, and not for the better.

This was not a good idea. God, this whole day had been such a bad idea. She wished Sarah hadn’t invited Jamie today, or that Beth had made up some excuse not to be here. It was too much.

Her knee bounced up and down nervously as she attempted to sort through her thoughts and arrange them in a way that made sense. But the more she tried, the more she felt the significance of the last six weeks settle on her.

Sarah’s hand settled on her thigh again, squeezing gently. “Are you okay?” Sarah leaned closer so only Beth could hear. “You seem on edge today.”

“What? No, I’m fine. I’m great,” Beth shot back.

She balled her hands into fists, hidden by the sleeves of the borrowed sweatshirt, trying to keep her anxiety from manifesting itself further. Beth pulled the sweatshirt tighter around her body, breathing in the calming scent of eucalyptus and spearmint. It was the kind of warmth she didn’t realize she was missing—gentle, reassuring, but unspoken.

“Whatever you say,” Sarah said, followed by a muttered sentiment that Beth didn’t catch. Really mature, Sarah. She sighed as she ran her fingers through her hair, pulling tightly at the strands before releasing them.

The remainder of the game blurred around Beth, her thoughts tangled in the mess she’d created. There was Sarah—familiar, complicated, someone she had loved for years—but nothing had changed in the way Beth had once hoped. Seven years later, she was back in the same place, wondering why she kept repeating history.

Then there was Jamie. Unexpected, effortless, and entirely different than anything she had ever known. Beth had never planned for Jamie. She had only wanted a little fun, a distraction, a way to celebrate a successful year. But Jamie had become something else entirely, and Beth hadn’t even realized it. Every interaction, every conversation pulled Beth in deeper, making her crave more, making her want in a way she hadn’t in a long time. Jamie had slipped so easily into her thoughts, but Beth still wasn’t sure if she had done the same for her.

The sharp sound of a whistle, followed by a loud cheer, pulled her back to the present moment. She had missed the entire second half of the game, lost in her thoughts and still without any answers or a plan.

“Thanks again for the invitation, Sarah,” Jamie said, as the group exited the suite, lingering in the hall. Outside, the sound of a horde of people making their way out of the stadium pressed in around them.

“Seriously, any time. Thanks for all you’ve been doing for our Lily.” Sarah wrapped her arm around Lily’s shoulders. “We want you to know how much it means to our family.”

Jamie flashed a genuine smile. “It’s nothing. Lily is a delight to work with.”

“See, Mom, I’m a de-light to work with.” Lily flashed a wicked grin at the compliment.

Jamie was pulled away by a few of the Ultimate Frisbee girls, leaving the three of them together.

“Can I stay at your house one more night, Mom?” Lily asked, nuzzling into Sarah’s embrace. “I miss being home.”

Beth felt a pang of jealousy at those words, along with the return of that uneasy feeling she had experienced earlier when Lily had given her that skeptical look after observing her and Sarah. It’s natural she feels this way, Beth reminded herself. Until a few weeks ago, Lily had primarily lived at Sarah’s home in Seattle. It was natural for her to miss it. But that didn’t make it hurt any less that Lily didn’t want to come back to her home with Beth.

“Of course, sweetie. I’ll clear my morning so I can get you to the gym on time,” Sarah said, twirling the strands of Lily’s blonde ponytail between her fingers. Sarah’s eyes landed on Beth, and in a rare moment of hesitation, Sarah viewed her with a genuineness Beth hadn’t seen in a while.

“I miss having you around, B,” Sarah said, softer this time. Beth expected the usual smirk, the casual self-assurance, but for a fraction of a second, Sarah’s mask slipped. But then it was back in place, replaced with that familiar confidence. “You should come over for dinner.”

It wasn’t a question, and it wasn’t a demand. It was more of a suggestion, and for a moment, Beth thought Sarah might follow it up with something more, something deeper.

The weight of Sarah’s question hung between them, her suggestive smile drawing Beth back to all those years they had spent falling into the same old patterns—ones she so easily slipped back into whenever she was within Sarah’s orbit. She could already picture the evening: Lily laughing over dinner, Sarah leaning a little too close, her hand brushing Beth’s thigh under the table. Comfortable, familiar, but empty. Beth opened her mouth to answer when Jamie's voice cut through her hesitation, offering an escape.

“Hey, if we’re grabbing the ferry, we might want to leave soon.” The suggestion jolted Beth from her spiral of indecision.

Her gaze shifted from Jamie to Sarah, their questions each left open-ended. In her moment of hesitation, she watched Sarah’s smile falter, realizing her answer. The choice suddenly clear, like there was only one right way to go.

“I should head home with Jamie. Back to Bainbridge, I mean—to my house on the island.” She stumbled her way through her response as she tucked a blonde wave behind her ear, very aware of how Sarah was watching her.

“Yeah. That makes sense.” Her voice was soft, laced with hurt that couldn’t go unnoticed.

But she didn’t say anything else as she hugged Lily goodbye before Lily and Sarah headed off toward the parking lot, and Beth and Jamie headed into the dark, toward the ferry that would take them home to their little island.

As they walked toward the ferry, Beth felt a strange mix of relief and lingering guilt. She had made her choice, but the unease in her stomach hadn’t completely disappeared. Jamie’s presence next to her was comforting, yet Beth couldn’t shake the feeling that she was standing on the edge of something much larger than she could yet comprehend.


TEN
JAMIE


Jamie watched as the waves danced and splashed over the rocky shore, their rhythmic push and pull echoing the churn of her thoughts. She sat on a piece of driftwood, sipping on her coffee and nibbling on a protein bar—her feeble excuse for breakfast—and stared out at the water, turning over the previous day’s events.

The game yesterday was fun. Seeing Beth with Sarah, however—not as fun. She couldn’t quite piece together what the deal was with Beth and Sarah. At first, she thought she had been imagining it, reading too much into the familiar, casual touches she’d observed. But the more she’d looked for them, the more she saw, and yesterday, she’d seen something different. Beth seemed to tense whenever Sarah had been around. She had seemed generally off since they’d arrived at the stadium—it was subtle, but Jamie noticed.

That had been the most confusing thing to her—the two versions of Beth she had gotten yesterday. When it was the two of them, Beth seemed to finally relax. She’d laughed at Jamie’s admittedly lame jokes, accepted her sweatshirt, and smiled in a way that completely filled Jamie. And fine, maybe Jamie had even flirted a little. She couldn’t help it. It always seemed to slip out when she was around Beth. But the thing was, Jamie could’ve sworn Beth had been flirting right back.

But then there was Sarah.

Her stomach twisted as the questions filled her. Was she in the way of something she didn’t belong in? What if Beth and Sarah were working things out? Reuniting for Lily? What right did she have to interfere with Beth’s family?

She set her empty cup down and pulled her knees to her chest, searching for answers. Everything felt so messy, so complicated, and it really shouldn’t. She didn’t do relationships in the first place. So why did it bother her that she couldn’t figure this out?

There had been a choice. At the end of the game, Beth had hesitated when Sarah suggested dinner. But she’d chosen to leave with Jamie. That had to mean something, right?

Jamie sighed, rubbing her hands over her face. Her mind told her to be cautious. She was leaving at the end of the year, heading back to Oregon. That’s what she’d always planned. So why did the thought of leaving Beth behind gnaw at her?

She picked up a smooth rock and flicked it across the water, watching it skip and disappear beneath the waves. She had more questions than answers at this point, but she couldn’t keep pretending she didn’t feel anything for Beth.

A sigh left her body as her shoulders dropped. Confronting that feeling terrified her. She was so out of her element.

Her phone buzzed. Amanda’s name lit up the screen, pulling her from her thoughts.

“Good morning, sunshine!” Amanda’s bubbly tone greeted her.

“Hey, what’s up?” Jamie replied, as she fished her keys from her jacket.

“Sarah’s running late with Lily, so there’s no rush to get here. You could come help with paperwork, though.”

“That’s a hard pass. Is Lily okay?” A surge of protectiveness rose in Jamie before she could stop it.

“Yeah, just a scheduling mix-up,” Amanda replied, her suspicion evident. “Why?”

Jamie shrugged it off. “No reason. Just curious.”

“Mm-hmm, sure. Enjoy your morning. Do something for yourself.”

“I will. See you in a bit.”

The call ended, and Jamie slipped her phone into the cupholder. She took a deep breath, glanced at the gray water one last time, then started the van. She needed to clear her head—to go for a climb.

A soft chime rang out as she pushed open the door to the Drip Drop Café. Jamie had wrapped up her climb at the rock-climbing gym a little early, leaving enough time to swing by the café for a coffee before making her way back to PGTC.

She made friendly chatter with the girl behind the register, who couldn’t be more than twenty-five, by Jamie’s best guess. Skye, with her electric blue hair tied up in two perky space buns, also turned out to be the shop owner’s new girlfriend. She made a mental note to file that tidbit away to share with Beth later as the lore of the infamous coffee shop continued to expand. Excitement filled her, and she could feel the smile tugging on her lips.

She had just finished placing her order and was about to pay when a voice rang out over her shoulder. “I’ve got this one for her.”

She knew that voice and turned to see Beth, her sapphire eyes sparkling.

“Hey, stranger,” Beth said, handing over her card. “Golden Dream Latte, please.”

Jamie grinned, unable to help the warmth that spread through her at their greeting. “Hey.”

They stepped aside to wait for their drinks, and Jamie could feel the familiar pull she always did around Beth—it was so comfortable and easy to slip in to.

“No gym this morning?” Beth asked, her body shifting slightly closer.

“Sarah’s running late. No Lily to work with, no point being at the gym.” Jamie shrugged, watching Beth’s expression shift from curiosity to frustration.

“Of course Sarah is,” Beth muttered under her breath, her hand fidgeting with the zipper of her jacket.

“You okay?” Jamie asked.

“Yeah. It’s . . . Co-parenting with Sarah can be . . . uh . . . complicated.” She sighed. “Sometimes it can feel like it’s her world and we’re all living in it.” The look she gave was restrained, like there was more there she wasn’t saying.

“That sounds frustrating,” Jamie said, her eyes lingering on Beth’s lips as she sipped her coffee. Beth caught Jamie’s gaze, and grinned.

“You need to try this,” Beth said, holding out her cup. Jamie took a sip, the earthy sweetness of turmeric and cinnamon surprising her. “Oh, you’ve got a little—” Beth gestured at her lip, handing Jamie a napkin, a teasing glint in her eyes, and Jamie quickly wiped her mouth, feeling a flicker of embarrassment.

“Messier than I expected,” Jamie said, laughing it off.

“Do you have time to sit?” Beth motioned toward an empty table by the window, biting her lip slightly, her hope evident.

Jamie hesitated, checking her watch. She was cutting it close, but she said, “Yeah, I’ve got some time. Let me text Amanda real quick.”

“Lucky me.”

There was that smile again. That absolutely perfect smile that Jamie had learned was impossible to say no to. For weeks she had been enjoying finding all the different ways she could make it appear. It had been like a game to her.

Jamie fired off a quick text to Amanda, letting her know she would be another thirty minutes, then settled into the chair across from Beth. The morning light filtered through the windows, casting a soft glow over the small café. Beth leaned back in her chair, entirely at ease, her fingers wrapped around her cup.

Jamie found herself studying Beth. Her relaxed confident demeanor reminding her of that first night they’d met. This Beth differed from the one Jamie had seen around her family, where she often seemed tense and uncertain.

“What’s got you smiling like that?” Beth asked, catching Jamie’s eye.

“You seem like you’re in a good mood today. I like seeing it,” Jamie said, leaning forward, her forearms resting on the table.

Beth shrugged, her confidence unwavering. “Why wouldn’t I be? Good coffee, better company.”

She was so drawn to this version of Beth, the one who seemed effortlessly sure of herself. But what about the other version, the one who pulled back and dimmed her light around Sarah and Lily?

“You’re different when it’s us,” Jamie said cautiously. “I’ve seen you like this before, confident and glowing. But other times . . . Other times you seem more, I don’t know—not like this version of you.”

Beth’s smile faltered for a split second, her fingers tracing the rim of her cup. “What do you mean?”

Jamie hesitated. “It’s like you’re lighter when we’re alone. But when I saw you with Sarah, like at the game yesterday, you seemed more tense.”

Beth’s eyes dropped to her cup, and she let out a short, bitter laugh. “Tense, huh?”

Jamie leaned in a little. “I’m not trying to put you on the spot, but I do notice it and I guess I’m having a hard time understanding everything.”

Beth’s hand stilled on her cup, eyes fixed firmly on the table. She let out a long, slow breath before looking up. And that’s when Jamie saw it—the frustration, the pain, the sadness.

“It’s complicated,” she admitted, her voice lower than her usual bright and airy tone but still steady. “Sarah and I, it’s—there’s a lot of history there. She’s so sure of everything all the time, and I just . . .” She paused, shaking her head slightly. “I think I need to tell you about last year.” The blue of her eyes picked up the reflections of light coming through the window, making them sparkle.

“Only if you want to. You don’t owe me anything”

The slightest bit of worry crept into the lines on Beth’s face as she continued, and Jamie couldn’t help but wonder what had happened the year before to make Beth respond like this. “No, it’s fine. We probably should have had this talk a little sooner, given our history.” She gestured between them. “Especially after meeting again at the gym, when we knew you’d be working so closely with my family. No time like the present, right?” Her nervous laugh was hollow. “Please, Jamie, just promise you won’t judge.”

“I’m not a person who is ever in a position to judge. We’ve all done things we’re not proud of, Beth.” Curiosity filled her as she waited in anticipation to hear what had transpired the year before.

The sounds of the café buzzed softly around them, but the noise faded into the background as Beth spoke. Her hands cradled her latte, her eyes distant. Jamie could feel the shift in her demeanor. This was different. Deeper. Heavier.

“So . . .” Beth started. “About a year and a half ago, Sarah and I—we tried to give us another go.”

Jamie blinked, trying to keep her expression neutral despite the surprise. “Another go?” she asked, keeping her tone gentle though her mind was racing. This made so much of what she had observed between Beth and Sarah make sense.

Beth nodded, her fingers tightening around her cup. “We’ve always been tied together—always will be tied together—because of Lily, and there’s a comfort in that, you know? I’ve known Sarah since I was eighteen. She was truly my best friend, and that friendship eventually turned into love. But anyway, we had dinner one night—the three of us like we usually do—and something about it felt easy. Like we were a family again. And I thought that was what I needed at the time.”

Jamie stayed quiet, letting Beth find her words, though a knot was already forming in her chest, making it harder for her to breathe.

“We ended up sleeping together,” Beth admitted. “And then it kept happening. At first, it was fine. Lily didn’t know, of course. But then . . .” Beth shook her head, clearly still unsettled by the memory. “I was in bed with Sarah, and Lily . . . walked in one morning.”

Jamie winced. “Oh God.”

“Yeah.” Beth let out a humorless laugh. “But you know the worst part? Lily was thrilled. Like, absolutely over the moon. She was so happy that we were getting back together for real.”

Jamie’s heart sank at the thought of Lily, wide-eyed with excitement, not knowing the full extent of what was happening between her moms.

“She kept talking about how we could all be a family again,” Beth continued, her voice shaking slightly, “and I let her think that for a while, because I wanted it to be true—for her more than for me.”

Jamie couldn’t ignore the way Beth’s shoulders tensed like she was bracing herself for judgment, but all Jamie felt was a dull ache in her chest.

“And then . . . it wasn’t,” Beth said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I realized pretty quickly that nothing had really changed. I still wasn’t able to be happy with Sarah. I wasn’t fulfilled. We were falling into the same patterns—Sarah was always in control, always so sure of what she wanted, and I just . . . I didn’t know how to keep pretending.”

Jamie shifted in her seat, leaning closer, her eyes never leaving Beth’s. “So, what did you do?”

Beth took a deep breath, her eyes focused on the swirling foam in her cup. “Well, that’s when Sean brought up the idea of the tour. He’d been bugging me about it for a while, but I wasn’t sure I could do it or if I wanted to do it. I didn’t want to leave Lily, didn’t want to feel like I was abandoning her again, and I was still trying to convince myself Sarah and I could figure things out. But I couldn’t let go of the idea of the tour.”

“And you went,” Jamie said softly, understanding starting to settle in.

Beth nodded, a faint, rueful smile pulling at her lips. “Yeah. Sarah and I had a huge fight about it. She didn’t want me to go at first, so I said I wouldn’t, but it kept nagging at me. I almost stayed, out of guilt and obligation, but Sarah . . . She saw how miserable I was. It’s one of the few times she’s ever backed down. She told me to go. Said it was harder to watch me be so unhappy than to watch me leave.”

Jamie could feel the weight of those words settling between them like a thick fog.

“But Lily . . .” Beth swallowed hard, her voice breaking a little. “She thought I broke our family again. She still thinks that. That it’s my fault things didn’t work out. I left, and it hurt her. I see it every time she looks at me. It’s like she’s waiting for me to screw everything up again.”

Jamie sat quietly, her chest tight as Beth’s confession hung between them. She could hear the hurt in Beth’s voice, the guilt she carried for a decision she made to save herself from drowning.

“And now?” Jamie asked gently.

Beth met Jamie’s gaze, her eyes shining with a mix of regret and determination. “And now I don’t know how to fix it. I don’t know how to explain to Lily that I wasn’t happy—that I could feel myself slowly slipping away in that life with Sarah, like I did the first time. I’ve never felt like enough for Sarah. Not that she’s ever said that, but I’ve always felt this sort of . . . power imbalance between us, like I can never measure up to her.”

Jamie’s heart ached for her, for all of them—Beth, Lily, even Sarah—but more than anything, she couldn’t quiet the racing thoughts in her head. The thoughts of Beth with Sarah and how it wasn’t her. But that shouldn’t matter, because she and Beth weren’t anything to each other besides friends.

She reached across the table, her hand resting gently over Beth’s. “You’re enough, Beth. Maybe not for Sarah, but you’re enough.” She didn’t know who she was trying to reassure more—Beth or herself.

Beth’s eyes softened, her fingers tightening around Jamie’s. Neither of them said anything, just sat there holding hands, finding comfort in the other.

Jamie hesitated for a moment, her fingers still lightly brushing against Beth’s hand. Her words playing on a loop, but there was one more question Jamie couldn’t push aside.

“So . . . where does that leave things with you and Sarah now?”

Beth shifted in her seat, slowly retracting her hand, the silence hinting at the answer Jamie had already guessed, the one she hadn’t wanted to believe.

Finally, Beth spoke, and Jamie could hear the regret in her words. “We’re not together, Jamie. Not really. But it’s complicated.”

Jamie’s grip tightened on her own cup at Beth’s admission. Not really together? It’s complicated? What the hell did that mean? Why did it feel like someone was slowly squeezing the air out of her lungs? She shifted uncomfortably in her seat, needing to know more.

“Complicated how?” she pressed, trying to keep her tone even, but she could hear the bite in her voice, and she hated herself for that.

Beth sighed, looking away. “It’s easy to fall back into old patterns, especially with Sarah. I mean, I was already confused, and then you happened, and I felt so—” She paused, swallowing hard. “You made it pretty clear you weren’t an option, so, yeah, I had a moment of weakness and fell back into things with Sarah. Maybe it’s not right, but it’s not fair for you to be upset with me about it now.”

Jamie blinked, feeling a strange, hollow ache forming inside her. “I’m not upset,” she lied.

Beth raised an eyebrow, not convinced. “If we’re just friends, why do you care so much about me and Sarah?”

The question hit Jamie like a punch to the gut. She froze, her mind scrambling for an answer she didn’t want to face. Why did she care so much? Why did the thought of Beth and Sarah still being tangled up make her stomach twist in knots?

It wasn’t supposed to matter. None of this was supposed to matter.

But it did.

Beth stared at her, waiting for an answer. Jamie felt exposed, like Beth could see every chink in the armor she wore around herself, every feeling she was trying so hard to bury, and she didn’t like how it felt to be seen so clearly by another person.

Her heart pounded in her chest, the words swirling between them, making it impossible to breathe. She needed to get out of there—away from the conversation, away from Beth, away from the confusion that had been building since the moment Beth had approached her back in September. Every word Beth spoke felt like another punch, a reminder that Sarah had been there first, that Sarah still had a place in Beth’s life—all because Jamie had been trying to do the right thing.

Her last question—why do you care so much?—echoed in Jamie’s mind, taunting her, demanding an answer. Jamie didn’t know why she cared so much. Or rather, she didn’t want to admit it.

She forced a laugh, trying to brush it off, but it came out too sharp, too strained.

“I, uh—I need to get going,” Jamie blurted out, the words spilling from her mouth before she fully processed them. She stood abruptly, chair scraping loudly against the weathered wooden floor, drawing the attention of a few nearby patrons, but Jamie didn’t care. She needed to leave. The café felt too small, too claustrophobic. For every second she stayed, the walls felt like they were closing in on her, trapping her in a conversation she wasn’t ready to have.

Beth’s puzzled blue eyes blinked up at her, startled by the sudden movement. “Jamie, wait⁠—”

She could hear the hurt in Beth’s voice, but she couldn’t stay. She couldn’t sit there, couldn’t let herself unravel in front of Beth. She didn’t want Beth to see her like that. She shoved her hands into her jacket pockets, fingers curling into fists, hoping that gripping the fabric would stop her from shaking.

“I’ve got to—” Jamie started, her voice too tight, too high. She glanced toward the door, knowing that beyond was where these feelings would end.

Beth’s confusion deepened, the bright confidence from earlier fading as concern crept into her eyes. “Jamie, are you okay?”

Jamie nodded quickly, too quickly. “Yeah, I’m fine. Totally fine.”

Another forced laugh. Another lie.

She wasn’t fine. She was unraveling, and that terrified her even more.

Beth reached for her arm, her fingers brushing Jamie’s jacket sleeve. “Please, you don’t have to go. We can⁠—”

Jamie jerked back instinctively, avoiding the touch as though it burned. “I’ll see you later,” she said, without looking at Beth. The words rushed, barely coherent, as she turned on her heel and headed for the exit.

She heard Beth say something behind her—her name, maybe?—but Jamie didn’t stop. She couldn’t. Her steps quickened as she pushed through the café door, the sharp chime of the bell ringing in her ears like an alarm, urging her to move faster.

Cool autumn air hit her like a slap to the face, or was it the stinging sensation in the corners of her eyes that she had been fighting? Neither was enough to clear her head of the mess she had created. Jamie sucked in a deep breath, but it didn’t fill her lungs the way she needed it to. Her chest was tight, her thoughts a tangled mess of confusion, jealousy, and frustration. She pulled the hood of her raincoat up over her head, shielding her from the gentle rain now falling outside.

What was she doing? Why did she care so damn much about what Beth had said? Why did the thought of Beth and Sarah being together make her so queasy? She knew why, but she wouldn’t admit it to herself, because if she did, how the hell was she supposed to move forward with the truth?

Jamie walked faster, her sneakers scuffing against the pavement as she put more distance between herself and the café. She knew running wasn’t the answer. It never had been. But she didn’t know how to stop. She always ran—from feelings, from relationships, from everything that felt too real, too close.

Her van came into view, parked a block away from the café, and she practically sprinted the last few steps toward it. She fumbled with her keys, cursing as she dropped them, her fingers trembling as she stooped down to pick them up. She unlocked the door and climbed inside, slamming it shut behind her like she was trying to block out the world. Dropping her head against the steering wheel, the cool leather pressing against her forehead.

Breathe, Jamie, she told herself, forcing her lungs to draw air in and out, trying to regain some semblance of control, trying to calm herself down. But it wasn’t working. The image of Beth—her eyes concerned, her voice gentle, the hurt in her expression—played over and over in her mind, and the gravity of what had happened settled heavily on her chest.

She had run.

“Fuck!”

She squeezed her eyes shut, her mind flashing back to Beth’s words about how she’d ended up back with Sarah. You made it clear you weren’t an option. The truth of it stung, sinking deep into Jamie’s bones. She had made it clear, hadn’t she? She had done everything in her power to keep Beth at arm’s length and make sure there were no expectations or attachments. Because that’s what Jamie did. She kept everyone at an arm’s length, not only for her own protection, but for theirs too.

Jamie leaned back in the driver’s seat and stared up at the roof of her van, her breaths coming in shallow gasps. She had been so focused on not getting involved with Beth, on not letting herself care about her, that she hadn’t realized how far she had already fallen for Beth. And now, she didn’t know how to fix it. Didn’t know if she could.

Her phone buzzed, and she hesitated for a moment before pulling it out, half expecting to see Beth’s name on the screen. But it wasn’t Beth. It was Amanda.

She sighed, pressing her thumb to the screen and bringing the phone to her ear.

“Geez, Jamie, when I said take the morning to enjoy yourself, I didn’t think you’d actually take the whole morning. Where are you?” Amanda’s voice crackled through the speaker. “You are still planning on coming in today, right?”

Jamie glanced at the clock on her dashboard. Shit. She was late.

“I’m on my way,” Jamie said, her voice hoarse. She tried to hide the way her voice cracked. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

“What’s wrong?” Amanda’s tone switched to immediate concern, which made it harder for Jamie to hold back the tears she’d been fighting off.

“N-nothing,” she stammered unconvincingly, trying to even out her voice.

“Clearly it’s not nothing. C’mon, talk to me.”

“I can’t, Amanda.”

“Can’t or won’t, Lyons?” Her tone was exasperated again, which only made Jamie feel worse. Why was it so hard for her to talk about her feelings? “Do you need the day off?” she asked quietly.

“No. I’ll be fine once I get to the gym.” Her heart rate was beginning to return to its normal pace. “I need something to do, to take my mind off things.”

“Okay. Please drive safely. And you’re staying with me tonight.” Jamie started to protest, but Amanda cut her off. “Not up for debate, Lyons. We’ll order in, put on our comfy clothes, and start Grey’s Anatomy from the beginning. That always makes you feel better.”

“You’re right, it does usually work,” she said quietly.

Amanda always knew exactly what she needed, and if she were being honest with herself, some time away from the island, even for an evening, would be good.

“Remember, Jamie, everything is figure-outable.”

Jamie smiled to herself at Amanda’s words, taking comfort in the familiarity of that phrase, one Amanda had reminded her of so many times over the years.

“I know.” Her voice had calmed by now, and she was starting to feel her nervous system return to normal. “I’ll see you in fifteen.”

She hung up and tossed the phone onto the passenger seat before gripping the steering wheel tightly. Jamie took one last deep breath, then started the van, the engine roaring to life beneath her. It was time to go, even if she had no idea where she was heading anymore.

Not long after, Jamie stepped out of the van in the carpark of the gym. She had been driving in a daze, replaying the conversation with Beth in her head, analyzing every word and every movement. Why did Beth have to call her out like that? Asking her if they were really just friends. And why did Jamie care if she and Sarah were still sleeping together? Jamie shouldn’t care. She couldn’t care. But she did.

And she was pretty sure Beth knew that now.

She walked briskly toward the gym entrance, her heart still pounding in her chest. Amanda was inside, leaning over the counter as she sorted through a stack of paperwork. Her red hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail, and she was humming softly to herself. Jamie tried to slip by unnoticed, but Amanda’s instincts were as sharp as always.

“Wow, you’re really going to try and sneak right past me,” Amanda called, her teasing tone fading as she got a better view of Jamie. “Woah. It’s worse than I thought?”

“It’s not. I’m fine.” Jamie waved her off and walked faster toward the gym floor, hoping to escape before Amanda could prod any further. The last thing she needed right now was to unpack her feelings.

“Jamie.” Amanda’s voice softened, the teasing edge gone. She stepped around the counter, concern etched in her expression. “You don’t look fine.”

“I don’t want to talk about it. Not here,” Jamie said, through gritted teeth. She kept her eyes on the floor, trying to keep her voice steady and not let the cracks show. “I promise we’ll talk about it tonight.”

“Like I was going to let you not talk about it.” Amanda wrapped Jamie in a hug, giving her a gentle squeeze, and for once, Jamie didn’t feel the need to pull away.

“Yeah, I know,” Jamie muttered, before slipping inside the gym’s training floor. She needed to focus. The gym had always helped clear her mind, helped her feel in control when everything else felt like it was slipping through her fingers. It had always been her source of calm, which is what she could use right now.

She spotted Lily warming up by the uneven bars, her blonde ponytail swaying back and forth as she stretched. Normally, she would greet Jamie with a smile and an excited, rapid rundown of her day. But today, she barely acknowledged her as Jamie approached.

“Hey, kiddo. You ready to get to work?” Jamie asked, forcing her voice to sound upbeat, like nothing was wrong.

“Yeah, I guess,” Lily mumbled, pulling at the edges of her grips.

Jamie’s brow furrowed. Lily was off. Her usual spark was missing, focus scattered. She had worked with her long enough that she was starting to understand the teen’s sometimes turbulent moods, but this felt different. Something was eating at her, and Jamie didn’t like it. Still, she didn’t push. She knew Lily would open up to her when she was ready.

“Alright. Let’s run through your routine. Full sequence this time. Start from the low bar,” Jamie instructed, stepping back to give her room.

Lily nodded, gripped the bar, pulled herself up, and began her routine. But her focus was elsewhere—her transitions between the bars were sloppy, and after her third misstep, Jamie called her down.

“Okay, talk to me. You’re not focused today. Where’s your head?” Jamie asked, trying to keep her voice gentle but firm.

Lily dropped down from the bar and let out a frustrated sigh, rubbing her hands on her leotard. “I don’t know. I’m just . . . distracted, I guess.”

“What’s distracting you?”

Lily hesitated, her eyes darting toward the floor. Jamie could see the internal battle playing out in her mind. Finally, Lily sighed and looked up at Jamie, her blue eyes filled with a mixture of confusion and frustration.

“Can we go for a walk?” she asked tentatively. “I don’t want to talk about it here.”

Jamie nodded. Lily grabbed her sweats, shoes, and jacket before meeting Jamie at the door, and the two of them headed out into the light rain.

“What’s going on in that brain of yours? Still feeling like you were a few weeks ago?” Jamie asked, as the pair turned onto the wooded path that ran behind the gym.

“What? No, that’s better. The boxing has really been helping,” Lily said, without elaborating any further as they walked, the sound of crunching pine needles filling the quiet air.

“Okay. Well, then, what’s going⁠—”

“I think my moms are getting back together,” Lily blurted out, her voice cracking slightly.

Jamie’s stomach dropped as her heartrate soared. Her mind yanked back to the coffee shop, to her conversation with Beth. She forced herself to stay calm. She couldn’t let her own feelings show. This wasn’t about her—it was about Lily.

“Oh?” Jamie asked, trying to keep the shock from seeping into her tone. “Why do you think that?”

They stopped in the middle of the trail. Lily shifted uncomfortably, crossing her arms over her chest. “I don’t know. It’s just . . . the way they’ve been acting lately. They’ve been spending more time together, and they’ve been . . . I don’t know, nice to each other.”

Jamie nodded slowly, her mind racing. What should she say? Could she even say anything?

“Maybe they’re being friendly?” she offered cautiously, trying to sound neutral. “I know it’s complicated, but sometimes parents get along better when they’re not together. That doesn’t always mean they’re getting back together.”

Lily frowned, clearly not satisfied with that answer. “But what if they are? What if they’re trying to get back together and . . . I don’t know. What if it doesn’t work again? What if it’s like last time?”

Jamie’s heart twisted at the pain in Lily’s voice. She was scared of being hurt again.

“How would you feel if they were getting back together?” she asked cautiously.

“Terrible,” Lily said quickly.

That made Jamie’s ears perk up. Confused, she pressed Lily for more.

“Terrible?”

“Yeah. They just . . .” Lily threw her arms up in the air with an exasperated sigh before balling her hands into fists and stuffing them in her hoodie pocket. “I know they love me, and sometimes I feel like they think that getting back together is what I want, but it’s not.”

“It’s not . . .” Jamie kept her tone steady, not wanting Lily to pull back from her.

“No. Everything was fine the way it was, and then last year sucked, and I . . . I want everyone to be happy.”

Lily kicked a pinecone and watched as it rolled off the path into the brush. They stood in silence, watching the pinecone on its journey down the hill. Jamie didn’t press her for more information.

Lily spoke again, softer now. “I don’t know if this makes sense, but my moms are better when they aren’t together like that. Like, I know they love each other, and they love me, but I don’t think they love each other in the way Taylor Swift writes love songs about.”

“That makes sense,” Jamie said softly. “Have you talked to your moms about this?” Her question was tentative as she already knew the answer.

“No. I mean, like, I didn’t know until yesterday—well, not really—but yesterday kind of confirmed it. They were both being so weird at the game. Did you notice that?”

Jamie froze. Her question was innocent. After all, she had been at the game and had also picked up on the weirdness between Beth and Sarah. But she wasn’t about to let Lily know how closely she had been paying attention to her mom. This was getting messy.

“Uh, nope—no. I didn’t.” She shrugged, turning her head down against the rain that was beginning to fall harder. They began walking back toward the gym.

“Are your parents still together?” Lily asked curiously.

Jamie sighed. The question itself wasn’t unexpected, but that didn’t mean she liked discussing her family. “Um, no. My mom passed away when I was about your age, and my dad remarried, but I haven’t seen him in a long time.”

“So you don’t have a family?”

“I do. Amanda is my family. She’s basically my sister, and her family has always made me feel like one of them, so I count them as family. Sometimes our family doesn’t always end up coming together how we expect it to.”

Lily seemed to accept that as an answer and didn’t push her any further. As they entered the parking lot, Lily paused again. Jamie stopped, too.

“I’m going to talk to them—my moms. I think that’s what’s best. I’m a member of this family, too. I should have a say.” Jamie admired Lily’s determination and confidence. She wished she could draw on her own and confront her own feelings. “Thanks for letting me talk it out.” She threw her arms around Jamie in a quick hug before she stepped back. “You know, the weird thing is, I kind of thought Mama had a crush on you.” She shrugged it off before heading into the gym, leaving Jamie completely dumbfounded in the rain.


ELEVEN
BETH


Staring at the canvas taped to the wall, Beth stood in her studio and felt nothing. The soft light filtering through the large windows—a pale November sun fighting to break through thick clouds—cast a faint glow over her half-finished brain dump of a painting, if she could even call it that.

The colors she’d been layering for days were dull, lifeless—drained of meaning the moment she touched them to the canvas. She had been at this for hours but, if she was being honest with herself, most of that time had been spent standing there, willing the painting to happen.

Her studio, once her sanctuary, felt oppressive today. The familiar smell of oils, turpentine, and fresh canvas, usually so comforting, now only added to her frustration. She glanced at the muted green on her palette. It had seemed promising earlier, but now even that felt flat, uninspired.

Her brushes were scattered across the worktable, untouched for the last hour. Beth picked one up, dipped the bristles into the green, and moved toward the canvas. But she stopped short, the brush hovering midair, her hand frozen. The stroke she wanted to make dissolved before it reached the canvas, leaving her in the same place she’d been for days—stuck.

This isn’t working.

She set the brush down with a frustrated sigh and wiped her hands on her apron. Her mind wasn’t in it today, and she knew exactly why.

It had been almost two weeks since she and Jamie had spoken at the café. Since Jamie had thrown up her walls so fast Beth hadn’t even had time to process it. She’d tried to talk to Jamie after picking up Lily later that day, but Jamie had been distant. Polite, sure, but distant. It had become the new theme of all their interactions, leaving Beth with a hollow feeling she couldn’t shake.

Beth tugged at the loose bun she’d tied her hair into and rubbed her temples. Maybe she could force herself to paint through the frustration, but what was the point? Her thoughts were so tangled, her mind swirling in that same frustrating loop of Jamie, Sarah, Jamie, Sarah. She couldn’t focus.

She tossed the paint-stained rag onto the table and shrugged out of her apron. She needed air. Without another thought, she grabbed her cardigan, stepped out of the studio, and let the cold November breeze hit her as she made her way down the path toward the dock. Today, there was a welcome break from the rain, the air sharp with the smell of pine and cedar. The Pacific Northwest had that distinct bite this time of year—brisk, damp, and earthy.

She settled into the worn Adirondack chair at the end of the dock and pulled a joint from her pocket. With a practiced flick of her lighter, she lit it, the familiar scent of weed curling up around her in the chill air.

She took a long, slow drag from the joint, holding the smoke in her lungs until the familiar warmth spread through her chest. As she exhaled, the smoke curled into the air, disappearing like her scattered thoughts. The water stretched out before her, dark ripples soft in the fading light. The cold of the dock seeped through her jeans, grounding her even as her mind drifted.

Jamie. Sarah. Jamie. Sarah. Round and round, her mind spun. She took another long pull, letting the smoke warm her from the inside.

Beth sank deeper into the chair, her body heavy, warm, and relaxed. The buzzing in her head started to quiet, her swirling thoughts slowing like they were wading through syrup. The distant sound of birds and the occasional lap of water against the dock faded into the background as she let herself think—really think.

Jamie.

Her eyes drifted shut, and the name washed over her like a wave. Every time she thought about Jamie, there was that tug in her chest, deep and unsettling but also steady. Jamie was like an anchor, pulling her back to shore even when her mind drifted. Beth couldn’t stop replaying moments with her—Jamie’s laugh, the crinkle in her eyes when she smiled, the way her presence seemed to light up whatever room she was in.

I could love her.

The thought was soft but firm, settling into her like a truth she’d always known but had only now allowed herself to think. It spread through her, filling spaces she hadn’t realized were empty. Beth took another slow drag from the joint.

But then, like a shadow at the edge of her mind, Sarah slipped in.

Sarah.

Sarah was familiar. There was comfort in how they knew each other—how they could finish each other’s sentences, how their shared history was woven into every glance, every inside joke. There was a kind of ease there that Beth knew she could slip back into like a well-worn sweater. But comfort wasn’t the same as joy, was it? With Sarah, she felt steady, sure, but it was a quiet sort of love—safe and predictable.

Could we even make it work?

It was a question she kept asking herself but could never quite find the answer to. A part of her wanted to believe it was possible—that the years they’d spent apart had somehow given them the space to grow, change, and come back stronger. After all, they had shared so much. Lily, a life, a home. Sarah knew her better than almost anyone—all the parts of her—and still, Sarah’s love for her was unwavering. Beth had always been the one between the two of them to waver.

But could I really be happy?

That question nagged at her, twisting in her gut. she sighed, tipping her head back and watching the sky shift from gray to darker gray as the clouds thickened.

What if I’m wrong? she wondered, thinking about Jamie again. The unknown. The risk.

With Jamie, the future was uncertain, uncharted, but it was also thrilling. Every time she was around her, Beth felt that spark of possibility; that sense of newness was exciting. With Jamie, she felt alive. Her heart never raced with Sarah the way it did with Jamie. The pull toward Jamie was different—sharp, and electric, like standing at the edge of something terrifyingly beautiful, not knowing whether you’d sink or swim.

The buzz from the weed settled into a mellow hum, and for the first time in days, her mind felt clear enough to cut through the noise.

What do I really want?

She asked herself the question with a kind of quiet honesty that she hadn’t allowed herself before, and as she did, she knew. The pull toward Jamie couldn’t be ignored. It wasn’t a fleeting feeling. It was real. The possibility of more than what she’d had before.

For the first time, she let herself imagine it fully. No fear, no guilt, just the truth. If she could have what she truly wanted, the one thing that made her feel alive, it wouldn’t be Sarah. It would be Jamie. Every part of her knew it now, with a certainty that left her breathless. The risk didn’t scare her anymore; the only thing that terrified her was the thought of letting Jamie slip away.

Her heart thudded softly against her ribs as the clarity hit her. She didn’t know what would come of it, didn’t know if Jamie would ever let her in fully, but the pull toward her was real. The thought of not pursuing Jamie felt like denying herself something essential like air or water.

The last of the joint burned low, and Beth stubbed it out. She didn’t have all the answers, but she finally felt like she was seeing the path more clearly.

Her phone screen illuminated and, glancing down, she saw Jamie’s name, which was accompanied by an involuntary tug in her chest.

Jamie 6:15 PM


Hey, Lily left her tablet at the gym again. I can drop it off if that’s okay with you.




Beth took a deep breath, her fingers hovering over the keyboard. Her heart fluttered with anticipation, a small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth as she typed her reply.

Beth 6:16 PM


That would be great. Let me know when you’re on your way over.




She hit send and stared at the phone for a moment longer, her decision settling in. Jamie was coming over.

Beth stood, her limbs heavy from the high but her mind clearer than it had been in days. As she walked back toward her studio, a sense of excitement buzzed through her—a quiet clarity that she hadn’t felt in weeks. Maybe it was Jamie. Maybe it was knowing what she wanted.

Back in the studio, she slipped the apron over her head, feeling a familiar pull toward the canvas. She picked up the brush she’d abandoned earlier, this time without hesitation. Her fingers dipped into a vibrant shade of yellow first, one she hadn’t used in weeks.

The color spread in wide strokes across the canvas, bold and confident. Next, she layered on shades of violet and teal and every color Jamie had made her see since that night in September. She didn’t overthink it this time. The doubt, the hesitation that had plagued her before—it was gone. She let it flow. Layers, texture, depth—the painting came alive beneath her hands.

With each stroke, her mind returned to Jamie. The warmth of her laugh, her quiet confidence. How she made her feel alive. The energy of those feelings spilled onto the canvas. She didn’t feel stuck anymore. She didn’t feel torn between two versions of herself, two possible futures. She felt here. Painting. Creating.

Living.

Jamie 8:12 PM


Wrapping up at the gym. On my way now.




Her heart raced as set the brush down, wiping her hands on her apron. She wasn’t sure what would happen when Jamie arrived, but she felt ready for whatever was coming next.

A short time later, Beth stood in the doorway, arms loosely crossed over her chest, watching Jamie pull up in her van. She saw Jamie hesitate for a moment before stepping out, tablet in hand, her usual confident demeanor absent. Beth got a small wave from Jamie, restrained and tentative in a way she hadn’t seen before.

“Hey,” Beth greeted, her voice carefully light, trying not to betray the knot of nerves twisting in her stomach.

“Hey,” Jamie echoed, her tone equally as cautious. She held up the tablet with a half smile. “Lily’s tablet. She left it at the gym again.”

Beth let out a soft laugh, though it felt forced, a reflex more than anything. “She leaves that thing everywhere.”

For a moment, there was nothing but awkwardness between them, a tension neither of them dared to acknowledge present. She shifted, suddenly feeling far too aware of how her arms were crossed and the lingering intensity that had taken up space between them since that day in the café.

“Thanks for bringing it by,” she added, glancing down and back up. She didn’t want Jamie to leave, but she didn’t know how to ask her to stay without opening up a conversation she wasn’t sure either of them was ready for.

Jamie hesitated, her fingers brushing nervously through her long curls. She looked at Beth, and for a moment, Beth saw the rawness of what she was feeling in her eyes—it was guarded and fragile, like Jamie was holding herself back.

“Uh . . . can I come in?” Jamie asked quietly. “There’s something I think we need to talk about.”

Beth’s heart gave a small, involuntary jump. “Yeah, of course,” she said quickly, stepping aside and holding the door open for her. The familiar scent of eucalyptus and spearmint drifted by as Jamie passed her, wrapping around Beth in a swirl of warmth and comfort, like it had the day she’d worn Jamie’s sweatshirt.

Once inside, she led Jamie into the living room. Jamie sat down on the edge of the couch, her posture rigid, like she was fighting to hold herself together.

Beth sat across from her, tucking her legs beneath her, wrapping her cardigan tighter around her body. The silence between them was deafening.

“I’m sorry, Beth,” Jamie finally said. “I’m sorry for running out on you at the café. That wasn’t fair.”

Beth blinked, her heart tightening at the apology. “Jamie, you don’t have to⁠—”

“I do,” Jamie interrupted. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot and shouldn’t have run like that. You didn’t deserve it. But . . . it’s what I do. I push people away when things get too real. When I start to feel something I don’t know how to handle, I run.”

Beth stayed quiet, her heart aching. Jamie’s hands were clenched in her lap, her knuckles white. It was like she was trying to hold herself together, piece by piece.

“I’ve done it my whole life,” Jamie continued, her eyes dropping to the floor. “But this time, it felt different. You feel different. And that scares me.”

Beth swallowed, her throat tight. She wanted to reach out—to tell Jamie that it was okay, that she felt those same things, too—but Jamie kept talking, her voice growing shakier with each word.

“And I thought if we stayed just friends, it would be easier. That those feelings would go away.” Jamie’s laugh was bitter, pained. “But the more time I spent around you, the harder it got to ignore them. And then, hearing you talk about Sarah, I realized there are obvious feelings there and that I can’t compete with history. And you were right. I was the one who removed the possibility of there being an ‘us’ in the first place, but in that moment, I realized I never wanted to. So, I did what I always do. I ran.”

Beth felt her heart break a little at those words. She had felt it, too—how things had felt like they were slowly slipping between them. But she didn’t say anything, waiting for Jamie to continue, to tell her what she wasn’t saying.

Jamie hesitated, her hands fidgeting with the edge of her sleeve. Then, with a quiet inhale, she looked up and found her eyes. “There’s another reason I ran. One I haven’t told you about yet. One I haven’t really told anyone.”

Beth held her breath, sensing the weight of what was coming.

“The reason I left everything out of the blue—gymnastics, my old life—it wasn’t because I got tired of it.” Jamie’s voice faltered, her gaze fixed on the floor, her hands twisting nervously in her lap. Beth waited, her heart pounding. “It was because . . .” Jamie’s voice broke off. She tried again. “I was diagnosed with breast cancer.” Her words dropped like stones into water, their impact radiating outward, Beth’s own heart dropping with them.

Jamie’s voice was quiet but steady as she explained. “It happened right before the Olympic trials. The same cancer that killed my mom. I found out I have the BRCA1 gene, and the doctors told me—” Her voice cracked, and she took a moment to compose herself. “I didn’t want to fight it. Didn’t want to go through what my mom went through. So, I made the choice to disappear. So that when it did catch up with me, I wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

Beth’s throat constricted. It was unbearable, trying to picture Jamie bearing that fear on her own. And yet, Jamie was sitting in front of her now, alive, but clearly haunted by that decision.

“I didn’t tell anyone at first,” Jamie continued. “Not even Amanda. I was twenty-four, alone, and scared, and I thought if I disappeared, it would be easier for everyone.”

Beth squeezed Jamie’s hand gently, offering comfort without words. Her vulnerability hit her hard, a raw honesty that cut through the tension between them.

“But Amanda found out, and I’ve never seen her so mad. That’s what it took to make me realize I wasn’t as alone as I thought I was. She convinced me to fight,” Jamie said. “I survived, obviously.” A sad smile appeared before quickly fading. “But it’s not over, Beth. It’s never going to be over. The doctors, they told me it’s not a matter of if the cancer comes back, but when. It could be years, or it could be months.”

Jamie’s voice strained, and she looked away, her fists clenching in her lap. “How can I ask anyone to take that on? To watch me go through that?” She laughed bitterly, but it was hollow. “I’m a bad investment, Beth. Damaged goods. You deserve someone who can give you a future—not someone with an expiration date hanging over their head.”

Beth’s chest ached at the quiet resignation in Jamie’s voice. She could hear the pain beneath it, the fear Jamie had been carrying alone for so long. She felt tears prick at the corners of her eyes. Jamie’s voice was filled with such sadness, such quiet certainty that she was broken beyond repair.

“You’re not damaged, Jamie,” she whispered, squeezing her hand again.

Jamie shook her head, pulling her hand away. “You don’t get it. I don’t know how much time I have, and even if I did, I don’t know if I’d be worth it.” She laughed bitterly. “I’ve never been somebody to anybody. I don’t know how to be in something real. I run from everything. And you deserve better than someone who’s going to drag you into this mess while simultaneously pushing you away.”

Beth opened her mouth to protest, to tell Jamie she was wrong, that she was worth it, but Jamie cut her off.

“If there’s even a part of you that thinks you could make things work with Sarah, you should try. She’s safe, Beth. You two have a history, a family. She’s not going to hurt you the way I will. You’ve got a chance to fix things with her, to rebuild. I don’t want to be the thing that keeps you from doing that.”

Was Jamie really telling her to go back to Sarah? To choose the “safe” option, the path that was easier but didn’t make her feel alive the way Jamie did?

She couldn’t breathe. Jamie’s words had taken the air with them. How had she read all of this so wrong? She wanted to say anything, to make Jamie understand that she wasn’t a burden—she wasn’t too much. That she was worthy of being with someone, with her. But all the words felt clumsy, inadequate in the face of Jamie’s pain. Beth’s heart ached with the truth of it. She could feel herself trembling as she reached out, her hand finding Jamie’s once more as she said her name, her voice soft and pleading. “Jamie, I don’t care about the risk. I don’t want to be safe. I want you.”

There it was. Out there in the open. She wanted Jamie, and she had said it out loud.

Jamie’s dark eyes pleaded with her to understand as they filled with sadness, her lips pressing into a thin line. “But I can’t give you what you want, Beth. Not in the ways you deserve. And if you have even the smallest part of you that thinks you and Sarah could work, you owe it to yourself to try. You owe it to Lily, too.”

She shook her head, quickly wiping at the tears threatening to fall from the corners of her eyes. No. She wanted to tell Jamie she was wrong and she was willing to take that leap with her. But before she could say anything, the sound of the front door swinging open made them jump, and Lily’s voice rang out. “Mama! Have you seen my tablet?”

They jumped apart like they’d been caught, the sudden slam of the door shattering the fragile moment between them. Beth’s heart raced as she turned toward the doorway, panic surging through her. Lily. She feverishly wiped at her eyes, trying to eliminate all signs of tears. She didn’t want Lily to see her like that.

Lily’s voice echoed down the hall and out of sight. “Mom’s in the car, and she’s waiting, and I need to find it quick. It has Dylan’s present on it.”

Beth’s pulse pounded in her ears as Lily strolled into the living room, completely oblivious to the charged air between them. She quickly peeked at her phone and noticed two missed calls from Sarah and a handful of text messages from Lily, no doubt trying to get a hold of her about the whereabouts of Lily’s tablet.

“Oh, hi, Jamie. What are you doing here?” Lily’s eyes darted between Jamie and Beth, a small smirk tugging at her lips, before slipping into concern when her eyes landed on Beth.

Her eyes connected with Lily’s, and for a moment, she was frozen as the realization hit her uncomfortably. Jamie had been thinking about how the possible implications of them together would impact not only the two of them but Lily as well. Beth had been so focused on her wants—it only now hit her how much this could affect Lily, too. Guilt crept in, sliding along her thoughts. She pulled her cardigan tightly around her.

Jamie stood quickly, her posture stiff, trying to maintain her composure. “Dropping off your tablet,” she said, holding up the device, her voice too casual as she handed it to Lily.

Lily paused for a second, her eyes flicking between them before she shrugged it off, deciding not to ask. “Thanks, Jamie. You’re the best,” she said, still smiling, but with a slight tilt of her head like she could sense something was off. She turned to Beth and wrapped her in a quick hug. “Bye, Mom. Love you.”

Beth forced a smile, trying to keep her voice steady as her pulse raced. “Love you. Have fun, Lils.”

Lily cast one more glance between the two women before turning and heading back toward the door, leaving Beth and Jamie standing awkwardly in the living room.

Once the door clicked shut behind her, the silence between them felt suffocating. Jamie shifted uncomfortably, her eyes avoiding Beth’s.

“I should go,” Jamie choked out, and Beth was sure she heard a hint of regret. “I’m . . . I’m sorry.”

Beth stood there for a moment, Jamie’s words still fresh in her mind. Her heart ached, but she wasn’t about to let Jamie walk out without saying what had been weighing on her for weeks. Not this time.

“I don’t want you to go, Jamie,” Beth said quietly, taking a step forward. Her tone was steady but soft, vulnerable in a way that wasn’t desperate, simply honest. “You don’t have to leave.”

Jamie sighed, rubbing the back of her neck. “But I do,” she said. “This . . . isn’t fair to you or me now.”

Beth took another step closer, her arms uncrossing loosely. “Why do you get to decide what’s fair for me?” she asked gently, her voice lacking any edge. “I know what I want, Jamie. I’ve known for a while now. And I think you know it, too.” She reached out, taking Jamie’s hand in her own.

Jamie’s eyes flicked up, meeting Beth’s gaze for a moment before she looked away again. “I wish it were that simple. I so wish it were as simple as wanting you.” Jamie’s eyes met Beth’s for a long, charged moment, and for the first time, Beth saw the full depth of Jamie’s inner struggle. “Because I want you, too,” Jamie admitted. “God, of course I do, Beth. But it doesn’t matter, because I can’t give you what you deserve.”

Beth opened her mouth to argue, but Jamie stopped her with a look—one that held more emotion than Beth had ever seen from her.

“You’re amazing and I wish things could be different. I wish I could be what you need.”

Beth felt a lump form in her throat. The vulnerability in Jamie’s voice brining a fresh wave of sadness, but she knew couldn’t force this.

“Me too.” She sniffed, realizing silent tears were streaming down her cheeks. “But I guess the only difference is that I’m not afraid of the risks if it means getting to be with you.”

Jamie didn’t reply as she gave Beth a long, searching stare. “I’ve got to go,” Jamie whispered, her voice strained. “But I’m sorry. I really am.”

“I know,” Beth said simply. She could feel the sincerity in Jamie’s voice.

Without another word, Jamie turned and walked toward the door. She hesitated, her hand resting on the doorknob, and for a moment, Beth pleaded in her head for Jamie to turn around, to tell her she changed her mind. But she didn’t look back before slipping outside, closing the door quietly behind her.

Beth stood in the middle of the living room, her heart aching, the connection between them still pulsing but now out of reach.


TWELVE
JAMIE


Jamie looked around Amanda’s apartment. It was warm and inviting, with the soft glow of lived-in clutter. Takeout boxes littered the coffee table, and Grey’s Anatomy was paused mid-episode on the TV. The familiar tap of rain drummed against the windows, but all Jamie could hear was her heartbeat as it raced. Jamie stretched from the spot on the couch where she had been curled up, wrapped in the duvet from Amanda’s bed.

Amanda tossed her a bottle of sparkling water before plopping down beside her, pulling a box of dumplings closer. “Okay, seriously,” Amanda began, her faded sweatshirt bunched at the elbows. “I love Grey’s Anatomy, but if we rewatch this same damn will they, won’t they thing one more time, I might lose it.”

Jamie hit play, her eyes glued to the screen, but she knew Amanda could see the heaviness lingering beneath her smile.

“Hey.” Amanda nudged her foot against Jamie’s leg on the couch. “I’m serious. This is, what? Night twelve of this? We’ve gone through nearly three seasons in the past two weeks.”

“And?” Jamie asked, her eyes flicking to Amanda for a second before returning to the TV. “Season three is a classic.”

Jamie leaned back into the couch, pulling the duvet tighter around her like it could shield her from Amanda’s probing questions. Her fingers tugged idly at a loose thread, and she stared hard at the screen, though she wasn’t really watching.

Amanda rolled her eyes. “No, you rewatching Grey’s on my couch in silence for two straight weeks is a classic.” She paused, sitting up slightly. “Jamie, I love you—I do—but it’s hard watching you be this upset and not being able to do anything about it.”

“I’m not upset,” Jamie mumbled, the lack of conviction in her voice telling.

Amanda smirked. “You’re upset. You’re brooding. And your ass is leaving a permanent dent in my couch.” She nudged her again with her foot.

Jamie groaned. “Could you not?”

“Oh no, we’re doing this,” Amanda shot back, setting her dumpling bowl down and shifting to face Jamie fully. “Because for weeks now, I’ve watched you wallow in this Beth thing and pretend it doesn’t bother you, but clearly, it does. You’re sad, and that’s understandable. You keep bringing it up, so you must still need to process everything.”

Jamie sighed, leaning back into the couch. “I’m not bringing it up all the time. And I’m not—” Her voice faltered, her eyes darting away from Amanda’s. “I’m not sad.”

Amanda watched her, eyebrows raised. “Sure you’re not,” she said sarcastically. Amanda crossed her arms, staring Jamie down. “Let’s review the evidence, shall we? The night after the café conversation, you couldn’t stop talking about how you didn’t know what to do. The next day, you asked me if I thought Beth was better off with Sarah. And since the day after that, you’ve camped out on my couch and refused to discuss anything. Should I keep going?”

Jamie groaned louder this time, sinking deeper into the couch. She pulled the duvet tighter around her, hiding behind it momentarily before sighing.

“Okay, I get it.”

“No, I don’t think you do.” Amanda leaned forward, her voice softening a little. “Jamie, I get it. You’re hurt. You’re confused. But you’re also not doing anything to change that. You’re stuck in this loop of ‘What if?’ and ‘I can’t,’ and I’m tired of watching you stand in your own way.”

“It’s not that simple.”

Amanda scoffed. “No, it’s exactly that simple. But you’re scared, so you’re hiding. Sitting here with me, watching a show we’ve seen a million times because it’s easier than dealing with your feelings.”

“Hey, I happen to love watching Grey’s with you,” Jamie shot back, trying to steer the conversation away from her.

“Yeah, me too.” Amanda’s voice softened for a beat. “But not when you’re using it to avoid the real issue.”

Jamie’s jaw tightened, her defenses rising. “It’s not that I’m avoiding it,” Jamie said, her voice quieter now, eyes fixed on the screen. “It’s just—Beth doesn’t need someone like me. What if it all comes back? I barely survived cancer once, and I don’t want her to watch me go through that. Not Beth. Not Lily.”

Amanda paused mid-dumpling. “Jamie, you don’t know what’s going to happen. No one does. But you can’t live your life expecting the worst. You’re worth more than that. You are Jamie-fucking-Lyons. Seven-time Olympic gold medalist, ass-kicker of cancer, and a good and kind woman deserving of love, even if you are a little damaged.” Amanda sighed, sitting back but keeping her eyes on Jamie. “You’ve got to stop making everything so complicated. I know you. You’re using all this ‘I’m too damaged’ crap as a shield, and that’s not fair to either you or Beth.”

Jamie swallowed hard, her throat tight. She stared at the TV, the images blurring in her vision.

Amanda sighed, her voice gentler now. “If you put half as much energy into living for yourself as you do trying to protect people from things that might not happen, your whole life could change. You love Beth.”

Jamie’s head snapped toward her, eyes wide. Her heart beat faster as that word ricocheted around her brain. Love. Love? “I never said⁠—”

“You didn’t have to,” Amanda interrupted, her tone knowing. “It’s written all over your face.”

Love. Was that what this feeling she had was? The one she hadn’t been able to shake for weeks? She shifted under the duvet. Had Beth really slipped past all of her walls without Jamie being able to tell?

“And, yeah,” Amanda continued, “maybe it’s scary as hell. Maybe you think you’re not good enough. But, Jamie, Beth deserves the truth, and so do you.”

The room was quiet for a long moment. Jamie bit her lip, her heart racing, her mind churning with everything she’d been trying to avoid.

“How the fuck did this all get so messy?” Jamie’s voice was small, vulnerable in a way she rarely let herself be. She buried her face in her hands, her curls spilling around her, creating a curtain between her and the outside world.

Amanda reached out to squeeze Jamie’s hand.

“I told Beth to choose Sarah,” she groaned.

“Well, that was dumb, considering you’re head over heels for her.” Amanda said, giving her a playful shove.

“I can’t risk hurting her. And it’s not just Beth; it’s Lily, too. I—I care too much about them to let them get caught up in my mess.”

“If it does happen, you’ll deal with it. You’ll figure it out. But you’re missing your chance in the first place by doing nothing. Don’t let Beth slip away because you’re scared. And if you care about Lily, too—which I know you do—you’ll figure out how to handle this together.”

Jamie paused at the mention of Lily. She hadn’t thought of it that way—hadn’t let herself. Could she really walk away now, after everything?

Jamie’s jaw clenched as her hands tightened around the blanket.

“You’re always in your own way, Lyons, but you’ve got a chance to change that. Maybe it’s time to step aside and let yourself feel something real,” Amanda said quietly.

Jamie exhaled a long, slow breath that seemed to carry the tension in her chest. She hated that Amanda was right, but she was.

“You deserve happiness, Jamie. You can’t keep punishing yourself for things outside your control. You didn’t ask to get cancer. You just did. But you survived. And, to be honest, if that cancer even thinks about coming back, I will kick its ass for you.”

The word “survived” felt like a double-edged sword. Sure, she’d made it out alive, but every doctor’s appointment, every scan, reminded her that survival wasn’t guaranteed—just borrowed time. Grateful and annoyed simultaneously, she glanced over at her best friend. “You’re the worst, you know that?”

Amanda grinned. “I know, but you love me anyway.”

Jamie couldn’t help but laugh, the sound breaking through the heaviness in the room. “Yeah, I do.”

Amanda nudged her with her foot. “So, what are you gonna do about it?”

Jamie sighed, staring at the TV again, but her mind was a little clearer this time. “I don’t know yet . . . but maybe it’s time I figure it out.”

Amanda’s voice softened, her teasing gone. “You care about both of them. That’s not a bad thing, Jamie. But pulling away because you’re scared? That’s not the answer either. Don’t make that decision for Beth, or Lily. Let them choose you if that’s what they want.”

She stared at the loose thread in her lap, tugging at it absently as she sat in the feeling of her own fear. “And if they get hurt because of me?”

“Then you deal with it together,” Amanda said simply.
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The next day, Jamie stood at the edge of the gym floor, arms crossed, watching Lily move through her floor routine with practiced grace. All her weeks of hard work had paid off. Her form was solid, her tumbling clean, but Jamie could see the tightness in her movement, the slight hesitation in her landings. Her evaluation with the US Gymnastics Federation was coming soon, and Jamie could tell that pressure weighed heavily on Lily. After all, this evaluation was the first obstacle to clear Lily’s path to the Olympics.

The gym hummed with the familiar sounds of feet pounding the mats, the muted clang of uneven bars, and the distant chatter of parents and kids. The smell of chalk dust and sweat clung to the air, making everything feel a bit heavier. The overhead lights buzzed, casting a sterile glow on the equipment.

“Good, Lily, good,” Jamie called out, as Lily finished her final pass, but there was a faint waver in her landing. Subtle, only perceptible to experienced eyes. She could sense the nerves underneath Lily’s usually confident form. The kid was pushing hard, maybe too hard.

Lily jogged over, breathing hard, her brow furrowed in frustration. “I don’t know. That felt weird. I think I came out of the twist too soon.”

“You’re overthinking it,” she said, her voice calm, trying to ease the tension she could see building in Lily’s frame. She saw so much of herself in Lily—in the ways she was constantly pushing herself to be the best. But she’d be damned if she let Lily push herself too hard. “Your body knows what to do. Trust it. Don’t let your head get in the way.”

Lily nodded, her expression still tight as she wiped her hands on her leotard. “I’m going to run through it again but add the double layout.” Lily bit her lip, her big blue eyes briefly meeting Jamie’s before she took a deep breath and jogged back to the corner of the mat.

Jamie’s pulse quickened as she watched Lily set up for a more complex pass, a series of flips she had been working on for weeks. The takeoff was solid, but the moment Lily’s feet hit the mat on her second flip, Jamie knew something was wrong, and she was already moving toward her before she fully realized what had happened.

Lily’s foot had slipped on the landing, her ankle twisting awkwardly as she crumpled to the floor. The sickening thud echoed in Jamie’s ears, and her stomach dropped.

“Lily!” Jamie’s muscles tensed so tightly it felt like a rubber band stretched to its limit, ready to snap at any moment. She raced across the floor, her fingers twitched, desperate to act, to fix, to control the situation, as she reached Lily’s side.

Lily was clutching her leg, her face scrunched up in pain, lips pressed tight to keep from crying. Jamie crouched beside her, trying to keep her voice steady as panic gnawed at the edges of her mind. “Hey, hey—it’s okay. I’m here. Don’t move.”

Lily’s breath was shaky, her voice coming out in a whimper. “It hurts, Jamie. My leg—it really hurts.”

Jamie’s heart jerked, pulse thudding loudly in her ears, every beat amplifying her fear. She had been in this position before, too many times. Injuries were part of the sport, but watching Lily in pain felt like a gut punch she wasn’t prepared for. “Okay, breathe. I’m gonna get you checked out. We’ll be okay.”

She glanced around the gym, quickly spotting one of the assistants by the front desk. “Can you get some ice, and find the trainer,” Jamie called out, her voice steady but firm. She turned back to Lily, running a hand over her hair to soothe her. “Don’t try to move yet. Stay still.”

Lily nodded, but the tears started to spill over, her chest rising and falling in quick, shallow breaths. Jamie’s heart twisted as she watched the pain cross Lily’s face. She was so brave, always trying to be tougher than she needed to be, but Jamie could see right through it.

The trainer arrived and began to examine Lily.

“You’re doing great,” Jamie murmured. “I’m going to give your mom a call.” She stepped back and grabbed her phone, her hands trembling as she scrolled to Beth’s number. She pressed the call button, her heart pounding as the phone rang and rang and rang. No answer.

Damn it, Beth. Come on.

She hung up and dialed again, her pulse racing, but there was still no answer. Panic began creeping up her spine.

“I don’t think anything is broken,” the trainer said tentatively, “but we need to get your ankle X-rayed to make sure.”

Jamie’s mind raced through the options as she glanced back at Lily, who was biting her lip to keep from crying out. Jamie could see the fear on Lily’s face.

“Hey . . .” She crouched back on the floor next to Lily, who was avoiding her eye and trying to hold herself together. She placed her hands on Lily’s shoulders. “It’s going to be okay. It’s most likely a sprain, but I will take you to the hospital. We’ll get a hold of your moms and have them meet us there.” Lily looked directly at Jamie now, her eyes shimmering behind tears. “It’s okay. You’re okay. I’ve got you.” She squeezed Lily’s shoulders in what she hoped was a reassuring way. Lily wiped at her tears and nodded. “Good. Let’s get you up.”

Jamie helped Lily up to the bench, propped her up, and repositioned her ice packs. “I’m going to try your moms one more time before we get you to the emergency room,” Jamie said.

She placed one more call to Beth, which also went unanswered. She couldn’t wait for Beth any longer. Jamie scrolled through her contacts, her hands still shaking, and found Sarah’s number. She hesitated for a moment before pressing call, her breath catching as it rang once and twice.

“Hey, Jamie.” Sarah’s voice came through the line, casual and oblivious to the panic gripping Jamie’s chest.

“Hey, Sarah. Lily—she took a bad fall. The trainer thinks it’s an ankle sprain, but I’m taking her to the hospital for X-rays just in case.” Jamie’s voice shook as she kept one eye on Lily, who clutched her leg, tears slipping down her cheeks.

“What? Oh my God. She’s okay, right?”

“I don’t know yet. She’s in a lot of pain. We’ll need the X-rays to know more.”

“Okay, okay,” Sarah said slowly, digesting the information. “I’m leaving work now, but it’ll be a while before I can get there. Have you called Beth?”

“I tried, but she isn’t answering her phone. Can you⁠—”

“I’m on my way,” Sarah interrupted, her voice sharp with urgency. “I’ll try Beth again. Keep me updated.” She paused. “And, Jamie . . . take care of my girl.”

Jamie nodded, even though Sarah couldn’t see her. “I will. She’s safe with me.”

As she hung up, the knot in Jamie’s chest tightened.

Jamie tried to steady her own breathing as she ran to grab the car keys from her bag. Logically, she knew this wasn’t a life-and-death situation. Lily hadn’t hit her head or landed on her back. It was most likely a sprain. But she couldn’t shake the responsibility she felt toward the girl.

The drive was tense and quiet. Lily winced whenever the car hit a bump as Jamie tried to reassure her. Jamie managed to distract her by letting her choose the music for the ride. Throughout the drive, she kept sneaking glances at Lily, guilt and fear churning in her chest. She wasn’t supposed to let anything happen to her—not Lily.

They reached the emergency room faster than Jamie expected. The fluorescent lights felt cold, the sharp scent of antiseptic cutting through Jamie’s adrenaline-fogged senses, pulling her back to memories of the worst years of her life. Her fingers sore from gripping the chair too tightly, and the steady beep of the machines around them felt like a ticking clock in her head. She tried to focus on Lily’s breathing instead—slow, steady—but her own chest still felt like someone was squeezing her tighter and tighter.

She shoved those feelings down. She had to. She couldn’t let herself think too much about that. She needed to be present for Lily.

A short while later, they were taken back to a room to await X-rays. Jamie let out a long, shaky breath as she settled into the chair beside the bed. Her knee bouncing as she sat next to Lily, watching her picking the edges of her hospital blanket, her face still pale but calm.

“How’s the pain?” Jamie asked.

“It’s better now,” Lily said, but there was still a trace of fear in her eyes.

Jamie smiled softly, brushing a strand of hair from Lily’s face. “You’re tough, you know that?”

Lily shrugged but leaned into the gesture. “I really hope nothing’s broken. I’ll miss the whole season if it is. And the Olympics.” Her face fell as she leaned against the pillows. “I felt it, too, you know? Like, I knew the minute my feet left the ground that I wasn’t gonna land it.”

“Oh, I know that feeling.” She thought back to her various moments of similar events. “But, hey, even if it is the worst-case scenario and your ankle is broken—which we don’t know yet—that doesn’t mean your road to the Olympics ends here. It just might get a little longer than expected.” She scooted the chair closer so she could face Lily.

“I know, but it would mean I didn’t beat you,” Lily said nonchalantly, “and that would really suck.”

Jamie’s face contorted, trying to figure out what Lily meant.

“You’re still technically the youngest person to have made the USA gymnastics team ever.” As Lily spoke, it dawned on her. Lily was right. Jamie had made her Olympic debut the day she turned sixteen, making her the youngest-ever member of Team USA at the time.

“But, when I make the team, I’ll be fifteen. My birthday isn’t until December.” Lily smirked. Her inserted confidence momentarily making Jamie forget where they were and laugh.

A nurse knocked on the door, coming to wheel Lily back for X-rays, and Jamie was left alone in the room. She sat in the stiff plastic chairs, her knee bouncing with restless energy, unable to shake the fear crawling up her spine. Lily seemed okay—calm, even. Her fingers itched to call Beth again. She needed to hear her voice, to let her know what was happening. But the No Cell Phones sign kept her from making the call. And besides, Sarah was taking care of that—taking care of Beth. Her stomach lurched at the thought.

The door to the room opened, and Jamie glanced up from her phone, where her thumb had been hovering over a text to Beth she had been about to send. It was as if she had conjured Beth with the thought of her, because she was standing before Jamie in a swirl of windswept blonde waves, her cheeks tinged pink from the cool air. Raindrops rolled off her coat, dripping onto the tile floor. Jamie shot up from her seat, and the chair clattered as it hit the wall behind her.

“Jamie,” Beth said, and she rushed in, her face pale and eyes wide with fear. Their gazes locked. Jamie felt a rush of something—relief, fear, love—none of it expected. She gave Beth a slight nod, trying to communicate that everything was under control, even if she didn’t fully believe it.

Jamie’s body ached with the tension of the past hour, her muscles stiff from holding it all together. She stood as Beth moved closer. The two stood there for a moment, everything unspoken between them filling the small hospital room. Jamie’s heart beat painfully in her chest, her body still buzzing with the remnants of adrenaline. She wanted to reach out, to touch Beth and offer comfort, but she didn’t know how.

Beth spoke first, tears welling in her eyes. “I’m so sorry I missed your calls,” Beth said, her voice shaky as she stepped closer to Jamie. “I put my phone down in the studio and got distracted, and⁠—”

“Hey, it’s okay,” Jamie interrupted, reaching out to touch Beth’s arm. “She’s okay. I got her. Don’t beat yourself up about it. You’re here now.”

The warmth of Beth’s arm beneath Jamie’s hand sent a jolt through her. Her pulse quickened, her body betraying her in the quiet hospital room. For a split second, she considered stepping closer, closing the gap between them, but then she caught herself and stepped back, letting the moment’s weight linger.

Beth nodded, looking away quickly as she blinked back tears. “Thank you,” Beth whispered.

“You don’t have to thank me.” Jamie brushed her thumb gently against Beth’s arm.

This was killing her, but neither of them seemed to know how to navigate the ambiguity that existed between them now. It was definitely there—the feelings for each other they had each finally said aloud—electric and undeniable. Could Beth feel it, too? Jamie was about to speak again, but her words were cut off as the door creaked open.

A nurse wheeled Lily back into the room and helped her onto the bed. Jamie dropped her hand from where it had been on Beth’s arm, taking a significant step away from Beth as she moved toward the door.

“The doctor will be in shortly with the scan results,” the woman said, before exiting the room.

Beth leaned down and placed a kiss on top of Lily’s head, wrapping an arm around her. “How are you feeling, love?”

“I’m fine, Mama,” she grumbled, but Jamie noticed how Lily leaned into Beth’s hug. “Jamie’s been keeping me company.”

“I know,” Beth said, her mood shifting as she assessed Lily, mirroring her calm manner. “And we’re so thankful for that.”

Beth gave Jamie a small, grateful smile, her eyes lingering on her a little too long. For a moment, the world seemed still, and Jamie couldn’t help but notice the gravitational pull that seemed to hook around her, pulling her deeper into Beth’s orbit.

“Well, Lily, now that your mom’s here, I⁠—”

“Don’t leave yet,” Lily said quickly, while Beth said, “You don’t have to go.”

“Can you stay for a little while longer?” Lily asked, her eyes hopeful.

Jamie glanced at Beth and back to Lily. The two blondes looked at her with their big blue eyes, which she was discovering she had an incredibly hard time saying no to.

“Yeah, I can stay, at least until your scans come back.”

Beth sat on the bed with Lily as Jamie pulled the chair closer. The three of them talked. Lily told Beth about her fall, and as she listened, Jamie could hear Lily’s spirits lifting, her voice sounding less fearful and more optimistic. She smiled. Kids really were resilient.

She watched as Lily lay on the bed, her leg propped up with a pillow, the ice pack now slightly melted. Lily seemed more at ease now, but Jamie caught the subtle way she flexed her foot every so often, testing the pain. Beth sat beside her, holding her hand, whispering comforting words to her daughter, her fingers brushing through Lily’s hair.

“Don’t test it,” Jamie said knowingly, tapping Lily’s foot lightly. “Not until we know what’s going on.”

Lily grinned sheepishly but stopped. “I wasn’t,” she said, with a shrug. Jamie glanced at Beth, who was also smiling softly.

Jamie felt her chest tighten, but not how it usually did in hospitals. It wasn’t fear of the past or the memories of her hospital stays creeping in. It was something else. Being here with them, at this moment, felt right. A strange sense of calm washed over her that she hadn’t expected. It was almost like this was where she was supposed to be, where she wanted to be. She glanced at Beth, her heart giving a traitorous tug at the sight of her.

Beth caught her looking, and it was like a spark passed between them, unspoken but undeniable. Jamie quickly averted her eyes, focusing instead on the pattern of tiles on the hospital floor. She couldn’t go there—not now.

“Thanks for staying, Jamie. It makes me feel better when you’re here.”

Lily’s words were soft and sweet, landing hard on Jamie as the realization hit her. She cared about Lily. Not just peripherally. No, she really cared about Lily. Cared that she was taken care of. There was nowhere else she’d rather be than making sure she was safe.

Her body betrayed her with the rush of warmth that followed. She reminded herself, again, that this was her job, but the lie felt weaker every time she said it. Lily wasn’t just another gymnast, and Beth—Beth meant much more to Jamie than she could admit.

The door opened, and the doctor entered with a clipboard in hand and a reassuring smile.

“Great news,” the doctor said. “Just a sprain. The X-rays show no fractures or breaks. Rest it, and use intermittent ice and elevation for the first twenty-four hours, and you should be back to normal in a few days.”

Lily let out a breath of relief and sagged back against the pillows.

“That’s the best news we could have asked for, right, Lily?” Beth squeezed her hand, smiling.

“We’ll give you a brace for stability and some crutches for the next few days to take the weight off,” the doctor continued. “You’ll bounce back quickly. Make sure to rest.”

Lily nodded, expression a mix of relief and frustration. Jamie knew it all too well—the fear of being sidelined, the anxiety of missing training time. But she wasn’t worried. Lily was resilient—she’d come back from this, like she always did.

“I just need one of your moms to sign a few things for me, and we can get you out of here.” The doctor glanced between Beth and Jamie, and her cheeks flushed at the implication that he believed Jamie to be Lily’s mom.

“We’re not—” Jamie started, her hands clamming up.

“I’m her mom,” Beth cut in calmly, unbothered by the assumption. “I can sign.” She reached across the bed for the clipboard from the doctor.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” He smiled politely as Beth waved a hand as if to say, “No problem.” After he gave a few more instructions, he left, leaving the three of them in the quiet hospital room again. Jamie exhaled slowly, the fear that had gripped her body for the past hour finally loosening its hold. Lily was okay. She was going to be okay.

“Can you believe he thought you guys were married?” Lily’s smile was wide, stretching almost ear to ear.

She briefly caught Beth’s eye as she quickly attempted to change the subject, but not before noticing the blush on her cheeks. “See, Lily? Nothing to worry about. Just a sprain. You’ll be back flipping in no time. But you need to rest. And you know I’ll be checking in to make sure you’re really giving your body the recovery time it needs.” She gave Lily a look that said I mean it.

Lily’s eyes darted back and forth between Jamie and Beth before grinning back. “Thanks, Jamie. For, you know, everything.”

Beth turned to Jamie, her gratitude evident in the way she looked at her. “Thank you. I don’t know what we would’ve done without you.”

Jamie shrugged, trying to play it off. “I should get going. Gotta get back to the gym and update Amanda, and get your evaluation pushed back.”

Lily frowned, her face falling slightly. “Don’t leave,” Lily protested.

“I think your mom can handle things from here,” Jamie said. “I’ll check in with you tomorrow, okay?”

Before Lily could protest further, the door swung open again, and Sarah hurried in, her hair damp and wild from the rain, her face flushed with worry. “Oh my God, Lily! Are you okay?” She rushed over to the bed, crouching beside her daughter and inspecting her leg.

Lily groaned. “I’m fine, Mom. It’s just a sprain.”

Sarah exhaled sharply, her shoulders sagging with relief. She glanced up at Jamie, her expression softening. “Thank you for being here, Jamie. I really appreciate it.”

She watched as Sarah slipped her arm around Beth, and her stomach lurched uncomfortably. She told herself this was precisely what she wanted—Beth with Sarah. But seeing them together now, a tightness settled in Jamie’s chest, which felt dangerously close to jealousy. She should have felt relief. She should have felt something else. Instead, she could only think about the space she had put between herself and Beth.

“And for taking such good care of our daughter.” Sarah smiled, but her voice carried that same, slightly caustic tone she’d noticed Sarah use with Sean. Did she know about her and Beth? The thought unsettled her.

Jamie shifted uncomfortably, unable to keep still. “Yeah, well, it’s no problem. Wanted to make sure she was alright.”

Sarah nodded, glancing between Jamie and Beth, and there it was again—a flicker of something passing over her face. She couldn’t be that oblivious. The tension in the room could be cut with a knife. “Well, we’re lucky to have you.”

Jamie gave a tight smile, her discomfort growing. “I’m glad she’s okay,” she said quietly, stepping back toward the door. “I’ll get out of your way now.”

She needed to get out of there—needed space to think, to sort through the overwhelming feelings crashing over her.

She opened the door and stepped into the hallway, the cool air hitting her like a splash of water. She exhaled sharply, trying to shake off the emotions that had been building inside her since they arrived at the hospital. But before she could take another step, she felt a hand on her arm, gentle but firm.

“Jamie, wait.”

She froze. It would’ve been so easy to step closer, to close the gap between them, but Jamie pulled away, retreating as always, even when her body screamed at her to stay.

Jamie didn’t trust herself to look at Beth right now, not when her emotions were so raw and exposed. She’d told Beth to choose Sarah, which was exactly what she had done. Once again, Amanda was right. She had gotten in her own way, and this time, so much so that she drove Beth right into someone else’s arms. Her stomach flipped. But Beth didn’t give her a choice—she stepped in front of Jamie, looking into her eyes.

“Thank you,” Beth said, her voice barely above a whisper. “You’ve been amazing with Lily. And with me. I . . .” She trailed off, her gaze searching Jamie’s face for anything that might make sense of the complicated mess between them.

Jamie broke the eye contact first, her throat tight. “I’m just doing my job,” she said again, the words a lie she didn’t believe anymore.

Beth’s hand lingered for a second longer before she slowly let go. “Right,” she said softly. “Your job.”

Jamie nodded, unable to meet her eyes, and turned away again. She walked down the sterile hospital hallway, the sound of her footsteps echoing in the empty space. As she left, her heart ached in a way she hadn’t expected even though every part of her was screaming to give Beth something more tangible. But again, she had pulled away and kept her distance.

It was easier that way, she lied to herself.

But deep down, she wasn’t sure she believed it.


THIRTEEN
BETH


The kitchen buzzed with Friday night energy. Lily’s laughter bounced off the walls as she danced barefoot, belting out the lyrics to the music playing. Beth laughed as she stirred the sauce, the air filled with the rich smell of garlic and tomatoes. Across the room, Sarah spun, wooden spoon in hand acting as a stand-in microphone, laughing as she pretended to sing along.

It was nights like these that she really felt that feeling—like their family had finally healed.

Beth could feel it in how Sarah’s hand brushed hers as they moved in and out of the small kitchen space. They worked together effortlessly, passing ingredients, teasing each other about who had better taste in music, laughing like they hadn’t missed a beat. Yet, as much as she enjoyed the comfort of this routine, it felt flat. Familiar, but empty. With Sarah, things were always safe and predictable. But with Jamie, even silence crackled with possibility.

Lily twirled back toward the table, setting down plates with a flourish as the song finished. Beth watched as Sarah paused, leaning against the counter and looking from her to their daughter. Catching her eye, Sarah flashed her a smile, her hazel eyes twinkling under the glow of the kitchen lights. Sarah had always been exceptionally beautiful, and age had only enhanced that beauty. Her strong jawline and high cheekbones made her every expression feel confident and assured.

“So,” Sarah said, her tone casual but with an underlying excitement Beth immediately clocked. “I have some news.”

Lily stopped mid-spin, narrowing her eyes in curiosity. “What news?”

Sarah grinned. “I bought a house. Here. On the island.” Sarah’s voice carried an excitement Beth hadn’t heard in years, the kind that made her gut twist.

Beth froze, her fingers tightening on the spoon. A house? Here? She glanced at Lily, but Lily’s expression was blank, as if she were waiting for permission to react.

“Why would you do that?” Lily asked, her tone quiet and serious.

Sarah blinked, clearly not expecting that reaction from Lily. “Because it’ll make things easier, Lil. No more ferry rides back and forth. And we can do more of this.” She gestured between them. “Family dinners and hanging out together.” Sarah looked at Beth now, silently begging for backup. Backup Beth wasn’t about to give. Instead, she slowly stirred the simmering sauce.

Lily’s frown only deepened. “I don’t get it. We’re fine how we are. I like how things are.”

Tension rippled in the air, quickly replacing the joy from moments before, and her own frustration began to simmer beneath her skin. Once again, Sarah had made a decision that would affect all of them without seeking anyone’s input beyond her own. She swallowed the rising irritation, knowing this conversation would go somewhere uncomfortable.

Sarah, however, seemed perplexed. “Lil, we’d be able to see each other more often. You don’t want that?”

Lily groaned, crossing her arms over her chest. “It’s not about seeing each other.”

“Okay, then what is it about, sweetie?” Sarah asked, trying to get Lily to talk.

For a moment, Lily didn’t say anything as she glanced nervously from Sarah to Beth, then back to Sarah. “I like how things are right now, and I don’t want that to change. And . . .” She gestured with her arms between the two of them. “. . . I don’t think you guys should get back together.” Lily glanced between them, her brow furrowed. “You’re both happier this way,” Lily said, crossing her arms. “I don’t have to worry about you guys fighting or feeling like I’m always stuck in the middle. I like it better—like, way better.”

That caught Beth off guard, and apparently Sarah, too, as her face shifted from concern to shock.

“You don’t?” Sarah asked.

“You guys have always told me that honesty is the best policy, and honestly, I don’t want you to get back together.” Lily uncrossed her arms as she finished her thought in one breath.

That familiar tug in her chest accompanied Lily’s words—at the way she had clearly been holding this in. She felt her pulse quicken as Lily’s words hung in the air.

“Lily,” Beth said softly, stepping forward and placing a hand on her daughter’s arm. “Why don’t you go downstairs for a bit? I think your mom and I need to talk.”

Lily glanced between them, frustrated, then left the kitchen without another word. The silence lasted only a moment before Beth turned to Sarah, her voice cool. “You bought a house?”

Sarah’s shoulders stiffened. “Yeah. I thought⁠—”

“No.” Beth’s voice cut through sharper than she intended. “You didn’t think. You didn’t ask me. You just did it, like you always do.”

Sarah’s mouth tightened. “I thought you’d be happy,” Sarah said, frustration creeping into her voice. “I’m trying to make things easier for us.”

“You didn’t ask,” Beth snapped, harsher than she meant to. “It’s always you making the decisions, assuming I’ll be fine with it. But I’m not, Sarah. Not anymore.”

Sarah sighed, softer now. “I’m trying to fix things, Beth. For us. For Lily.”

Beth’s stomach clenched. She didn’t want things fixed. She wanted things to be different—she wanted Jamie.

“I don’t want to fix things.” The words scraped their way out, raw and exposed, and for a split second, Beth wasn’t sure she had the strength to keep speaking. But she had to—there was no going back now. “This isn’t what I want.”

She remembered Jamie’s touch—not just on her skin, but in how Jamie’s presence had awakened a part of her that had been dormant for years. The comparison felt almost unfair. Sarah, steady and predictable, against Jamie, who made her feel alive, unpredictable in the best way. The relief came in waves, as if her body had been waiting for her to say those words out loud. “I need more than this.”

Beth’s chest tightened, a sense of clarity cutting through the fog of doubts she’d spun over the past months. She didn’t know if Jamie would ever be part of her future, but she knew, without a doubt, that it wasn’t with Sarah—not the way Sarah wanted it to be—and not now.

She spoke again, her voice stronger this time. “I love you, Sarah—a part of me always will—but not how you want me to love you.” She watched as her words landed on Sarah, her expression stoic and unflinching. Beth took a step toward her, sliding her hand into Sarah’s in a way she had done so many times before, but this time, it felt different.

“I love how you love our daughter, and I love what an amazing mother you are. I learn so much from you every day, even after all these years, and I’m proud to be your co-parent. I think what we’ve been able to build since the divorce—co-parenting and the friendship—is something exceptional and important to Lily, and I don’t want that to change. But I don’t want to go back to us. Not in that way.”

There was a quiet finality to her words, the gentle closing of a chapter.

Sarah didn’t respond immediately. She stared at Beth, her expression unreadable at first. Then, after a long, tense silence, she spoke. “I know.”

Beth blinked, caught off guard. “You know?”

Sarah’s fingers slid away from Beth’s, feeling like something invisible was pulling them apart in a more permanent way. It felt like the final step in a long goodbye that had been happening for years, slow and inevitable.

“I’m not surprised, Beth. Not really. I could see it. I’ve seen it for a while now. Since you got back from your tour, you’ve been somewhere else, even when we’re together.”

Beth felt a lump form in her throat, her chest tight with guilt and relief all at once. “I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“You didn’t.” Sarah’s smile was sad, but there was no bitterness in it. “I’m Sarah Gallagher. I don’t get hurt, remember?” She laughed weakly, and Beth’s heart sank at her self-deprecating humor. Sarah had always been the type to put on a solid facade, even when hurting.

“I think we both knew this wouldn’t work again, but I guess I needed to try still, to see if maybe we could—I don’t know.”

“I get that,” Beth said softly. “But I think it’s time we stop pretending. I think it’s time we let each other go. For real.”

Sarah blinked away the tears that had begun to form in her eyes. “Yeah. I think you’re right,” she agreed softly.

For a moment, they stood there, two people with a shared history but different futures. There was no anger, no resentment—just the quiet understanding that they both deserved something more, something better.

She and Sarah had danced around this moment for so long, slipping in and out of old habits, but now, there was nothing left to say. No more chances, no more wondering what if. It was over, and Beth felt a sense of peace wash over her for the first time. She had been holding on to the past, on to the idea of what she and Sarah used to be, for too long.

Sarah broke the silence first, stepping away and taking a deep breath. “I should probably go check on Lily,” she said, running a hand through her honey-brown hair as if trying to compose herself.

Beth nodded, feeling a tug of guilt. “Sarah⁠—”

“No, it’s okay,” Sarah interrupted softly, shaking her head. “I mean it. I get it, Beth. I really do. And I’m okay. I don’t want you to feel like you have to protect me. Like I said, I’m not surprised.”

Beth bit her lip. She could tell by the choppiness of Sarah’s words that she wasn’t as okay as she was pretending to be. She wanted to give Sarah words to make this easier. Instead, she sighed, grateful for Sarah’s grace. There was an unspoken understanding between them, a shared sadness for what could have been, but also relief in knowing they were finally being honest with each other.

“I’m not sorry about the house, though.” A small, cocky grin pulled at her lips. “I think being a little closer will be good for all of us, even if it’s not how I originally thought.”

Beth smiled weakly. Her response was so Sarah—self-assured and a little bit cocky. But Beth agreed.

“Go talk to Lily,” she said gently. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

Sarah offered a small, bittersweet look before turning and leaving the kitchen. The sound of her footsteps echoed down the hallway, fading as she reached the door to the basement where Lily was waiting.

Beth stood there for a moment, feeling the quiet hum of the empty kitchen around her. She pressed her palms against the cool countertop, staring down at the remnants of their dinner—the half-chopped vegetables, the unfinished sauce, and the table ready for their meal. It had been such a lovely evening, but it had been built on borrowed time.

She let out a slow breath, her heart still heavy but lighter now that the truth had finally been spoken. She knew what she wanted—what she’d known all along, really—but it had taken this moment, this complicated conversation with Sarah, to make her realize it.

With a final glance around the kitchen, she wiped her hands on a dish towel, bracing herself for the conversation with Lily.

She descended the stairs to the lower level and found Sarah sitting next to Lily on the couch, her arm wrapped around their daughter’s shoulders. Lily’s face was tense, her arms crossed over her chest in that defiant way she always did when she was upset.

Beth crossed the room and sat on the armchair’s edge across from them, catching Lily’s eye. “Alright, love. Let’s talk.”

Lily’s eyes darted between her two moms, suspicion clouding her expression. “About what?” Lily’s brow furrowed, her voice cracking with frustration. “I told you I don’t want you two to get back together. I like it better this way!”

If it weren’t so devastating, she would have laughed at Lily’s blunt honesty. There was a strange relief, but also an ache she couldn’t quite name—the kind that comes when the truth is both a gift and a wound.

“I know, love,” Beth said softly, leaning forward. She glanced at Sarah, who gave her a reassuring nod. “Your mom and I want you to know we’ve heard you. And—not because it’s what you want, but because of us—we’re not getting back together.” She paused.

Lily’s lips trembled slightly as she looked down at her hands clenched tightly in her lap. “Good. I don’t want things to be messy again,” she whispered. “I like how we are now. Everyone is better this way.”

Beth stood and knelt in front of Lily, resting her hands on her daughter’s knees. “We’re not going to let things get messy. I promise. Your mom and I, we’re still a team. Nothing’s going to change that.”

Sarah nodded in agreement. “We’re always going to be here for you, Lil. No matter what.”

Lily shook her head slowly, body relaxing a little, but she still seemed wary. “Okay,” she whispered.

Beth leaned forward and pressed a kiss to her daughter’s forehead.

“And you know why?” She smiled as she glanced at Sarah. “Because we’re the Gallagher girls.” She put her hand out before her. A smile stretched across Sarah’s face as she realized where Beth was going with this. She placed her hand on top of Beth’s.

“Together forever, a family no matter what,” she said, picking up the line of the practiced chant they had said many times before.

Lily rolled her eyes and placed her hand on top of Sarah’s.

“Us against the world. Always.” They all raised their hands at once, and as Beth stood, taking in their little family once again, there was no animosity between her and Sarah—only an understanding, a mutual respect for the family they had built together. It wasn’t perfect, but it was theirs.

“Guys, our family cheer is kind of lame. It doesn’t even rhyme.” Lily laughed as she wrapped her arms around Sarah, leaning into her.

“I think you’re right, love,” Beth said softly, looking between her daughter and ex-wife. “I don’t know about you two, but I sure am hungry,” she said. “Maybe we can figure out a new chant over dinner.”

For the first time in a long time, Beth believed everything with their little family was going to be okay.

The following evening, Beth’s studio was filled with the soft hum of music, notes drifting lazily through the air, blending with the rhythmic sound of her brush against the canvas. Each stroke of her brush came easily, effortlessly—her thoughts, emotions, and everything that had been swirling in her mind over the past few weeks poured out onto the scene before her in vibrant blues, rich greens, and streaks of warm gold.

The evening was shaping up to be the kind of night she could paint forever—where time didn’t exist, and the world beyond her studio walls faded into nothingness. She swayed with the music, letting it flow through her as her brush moved freely. She didn’t even notice the sound of the doorbell until it came a second time, echoing through the space.

She glanced toward the hall, her brow furrowing. It was late—too late for an unexpected visitor. She set down her brush, wiped her hands on the paint-stained cloth hanging from her apron, and headed for the door, smiling as she pulled it open.

Sean stood there, leaning casually against the doorframe, wearing his signature grin. The collar of his jacket was turned up against the chilly December winds.

“What are you doing here?” Beth asked, her voice laced with surprise but not displeasure.

Sean shrugged, slipping his hands into the pockets of his coat. “I was in the area.”

Beth raised a questioning eyebrow, leaning against the door and crossing her arms. “You were in the area? Since when do you happen to ‘be in the area’ all the way out here? You’re a long way from Capitol Hill.”

He didn’t even try to hide his amusement. “Alright, you caught me, darling. Maybe I wasn’t just in the area.”

Beth narrowed her eyes playfully at him, trying to extract more information. Sean hesitated, glancing around before stepping inside and closing the door behind him. He rubbed the back of his neck, a small smile tugging at his lips. “I’ve been seeing someone.”

Beth’s eyes widened in surprise, a teasing grin on her face. “Wait—what? Since when? And who?”

He shook his head, clearly amused by her sudden interest. “It’s new. Very new. And I’m not telling you who. Not yet, anyway.”

“Oh, come on!” Beth teased, nudging his arm as they walked farther into the studio. “You can’t drop that and then give me nothing.”

Sean chuckled, shaking his head as he walked to the table cluttered with paint tubes and brushes. He picked up one of the brushes, twirling it between his fingers. “You’ll meet him soon enough.”

Beth leaned against the worktable. “Oh. Him.” She beamed. “Well, I’m happy for you, and I can’t wait to meet him,” she said, with an added emphasis.

“Thanks, Beth. That means a lot.”

They fell into a comfortable silence that only came with years of friendship. Sean wandered around the studio, glancing at the various canvases scattered about, his eyes scanning the one Beth had been working on before he arrived. “You’ve been busy,” he remarked, nodding toward the half-finished painting. “Seems like you’re pulling yourself out of that creative rut. I like the direction you’re heading with these.” He picked up one of the canvases, examining it before setting it back down.

Beth smiled, her chest swelling with a sense of satisfaction. “Yeah. Things have been slowly getting better. Tonight’s been good.”

Sean gave her a knowing look. “Does that mean you’ve sorted things out with your love-triangle situation?”

Her smile faltered slightly as she exhaled, wiping her hands on the cloth again, though they were already clean. “It’s not a love triangle, Sean.”

“Are you sure about that?” He drew a triangle in the air between them with a wide smirk, causing her to roll her eyes.

“Okay, fine. It may have been triangle-shaped when viewed from certain perspectives. But it’s not anymore. We’re three separate points now,” she said softly. “I ended things with Sarah.” She ran her fingers through her hair as she thought about her conversation with Sarah the previous night. “God, Sean, she bought a house here without talking to me first! Can you believe that?”

At first, Sean didn’t say anything. He crossed the room to stand beside her, leaning against the worktable, then let out a slow breath, nodding. “I can. And, to be frank, it’s about time you ended things with her. I told you this was a bad idea, didn’t I?”

Beth huffed out a soft laugh, shaking her head. “Yeah, I guess so.”

“Darling, you’ve been walking around in a fog for months, maybe years. I’m proud of you for finally seeing through it,” Sean said, his voice softer now, more serious. “I know how hard that was for you to do.”

Beth’s chest tightened at his words, a mixture of relief and sadness swirling in her chest. “Honestly, it shouldn’t have been that hard. Lily didn’t even hesitate, Sean. She told us point-blank she didn’t want us back together. If our own kid can see how wrong we are, why the hell couldn’t I?” She smiled weakly.

“God, remember when we thought toddlers were hard? I swear teenagers are going to be the death of me. The biting honesty is brutal,” Sean mused, as Beth leaned against her friend.

Sean looked down at her, his expression thoughtful. “So, with Sarah out of the picture . . .” His voice trailed off, and Beth knew he was asking where things stood with Jamie. And the honest answer was that she didn’t know.

“It’s not that simple.” She groaned.

“It never is, but that’s not the point. Are you going to keep hoping your problems are going to solve themselves? Or are you going to do something about it?” He crossed his arms, watching her closely.

She shifted uncomfortably at Sean’s assertion. “What⁠—”

“Oh, come on, Beth.” Sean shook his head. “You’ve spent your whole life waiting. Waiting for the right moment, the perfect sign, for things to fix themselves. But life doesn’t work that way. Sometimes you have to leap, even if it means falling on your face.”

Beth glanced away, the words she’d been avoiding bubbling up, too thick to swallow. “Jamie doesn’t want me. She thinks she’s too much of a risk.”

Beth shifted, chewing on her bottom lip as she paced in front of Sean, walking him through all the things that had been said and not said between herself and Jamie in the past few weeks. Once she started, it was like the dam broke. Every unspoken word and buried feeling came rushing out, and Beth hadn’t realized how much she had even needed to talk about it until she let it all go. The relief was immediate, but so was the fear—what if speaking it all aloud made it more real?

“It’s like there’s always this tension, but it’s unspoken. She looks at me like there’s more she wants to say, but then she holds back, and I do the same.”

“That is definitely complicated,” Sean said. “It sounds like she’s scared, but also like you’re scared too. It’s easier to think Jamie’s the one pulling away, but you’re doing the same thing, just for different reasons. Which I think is understandable . . .” He paused. “Do you want my advice, or do you want someone to listen?”

Beth contemplated for a moment before responding. “Advice,” she said slowly.

“It sounds like you two need to talk. Like, actually talk. Lay it all out there and see if there is anything truly worth exploring between you.”

She thought about what Sean was saying. He was right. In the few short weeks she had known Jamie, so much had built up and so fast, and there were so many things she needed to talk to her about. But she was scared—scared of what Jamie’s answers would be.

“What if she doesn’t want this, like she’s been saying? What if I lose her completely?” Beth’s voice cracked, and she hated how exposed she felt. It was easier to leave things as they were—half-spoken, unfinished—than to risk destroying whatever fragile thing they had built between them.

“I think it’s worth a shot. Put it out there and see if it’s something she’d be interested in. She might say no, but she might surprise you and say yes.” Sean crossed the room, his hand trailing over the edge of a half-finished painting, pausing as he glanced back at her. “You’re always waiting for the right time, Beth, but you know what? Sometimes there isn’t a right time. You just have to go for it.”

She stared at him. The thought of having that type of conversation with Jamie filled her with anxiety, not because of the seriousness of it but because of the fear that Jamie wouldn’t want the same things she did. She didn’t respond to Sean; she just turned her attention to the canvas in front of her, the vibrant colors swimming in front of her eyes. There was too much messiness.

Sean sighed, pushing off the table. “Anyway, I didn’t come here to lecture you about your love life, although I’m obviously right.”

Beth smiled despite herself, shaking her head. “Obviously.”

“Are you still good to be my plus-one to that charity gala at the end of the month?” Sean asked, as he walked toward the door, his tone light but pointed. “Because I already RSVP’d yes for you.”

Beth groaned, rolling her eyes. “I haven’t forgotten. Do I have to wear something fancy?”

“Beth, it’s a gala,” Sean teased, grinning over his shoulder as he opened the door. “And you know I’ll be judging your outfit. Don’t embarrass me.” He wrapped his arms around her in a hug, hoisting her off the ground slightly before setting her back down. “And Beth, if you keep waiting for Jamie to make the first move, you’ll lose her. People don’t wait around forever, especially if they’re scared. Sometimes, you need to be the one to take that first step.” He pressed a soft kiss to her forehead before turning toward his car.

“I’ll do my best,” Beth called after him, as she watched him leave.

After Sean left, the house felt too quiet, too big. Beth reentered her studio and stared at the canvas in front of her, the colors swirling together, a tangled mess of emotion. She knew she had to talk to Jamie, but the thought of it made her heart race, fear twisting through her like a coiled spring. What if it all fell apart?
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The next day, Beth scrambled to meet Sarah and Lily at the gym. It was the day of Lily’s evaluation with the US Gymnastics Federation, and Beth was kicking herself for being late. She threw her Land Rover into park and hurried inside the gym and up to the parents’ viewing area, sliding into the open seat next to Sarah.

“You’re cutting it a little close,” she teased.

“You know me, I love to live on the edge.” She smirked as Sarah rolled her eyes at her.

There was still tension present between the two of them, a familiar one she remembered from the weeks following their divorce. But, unlike then, Beth knew it would fade with time, and that they—she and Sarah—would find their balance again. They always did.

The faint echo of Lily’s feet hitting the mat reverberated through the gym, each landing precise, her movements somehow simultaneously sharp and fluid. Beth’s fingers tapped nervously against the side of her chair. Lily had put in so much hard work and training for this day, the day that would determine whether or not she’d qualify for the Senior Elite level and keep her Olympic dream alive. Sarah sat beside her, arms crossed, her jaw tight with focus.

Beth stole a glance at Sarah, catching the familiar steely glint in her eyes. The competitive fire that had always been a core part of her personality burned bright today. Sarah leaned forward, her body taut with tension, as though she could will Lily into success through sheer determination. On the other hand, Beth was caught between the pride swelling in her chest and the visceral urge to pull Lily back, to shield her from the inevitable dangers of such high-risk moves.

Lily was fearless. She had inherited Sarah’s intensity and drive, but she had also picked up something else. Artistry, a fluid grace that Beth had watched bloom over the last few weeks under Jamie’s guidance. She was caught between fear and awe as she watched as her daughter soared through her routine.

Her eyes strayed to Jamie, who stood beyond the mat, a steady force in Lily’s corner. Every small gesture—every approving nod or whispered encouragement—seemed to ease Lily’s nerves. Jamie didn’t have to be loud or flashy to make her presence felt. It was in how she watched, so fully engaged, like Lily was the only person in the room who mattered.

Beth felt that familiar twinge pull toward the quiet confidence Jamie exuded, but with that pull came a sinking realization that Jamie’s presence—so grounding, so comforting—might soon become nothing more than a memory, a fleeting moment. The thought of Jamie slipping out of their lives felt like a slow loss she hadn’t fully prepared for.

The evaluator stood nearby, clipboard in hand, assessing every move, every breath, every extension of Lily’s body. Amanda was off to the side, her arms crossed, occasionally whispering to Jamie when Lily completed a difficult pass.

Beth’s eyes flicked back to Sarah. “She’s got this,” Sarah said, not taking her eyes off Lily as she moved into her final tumbling pass.

Beth nodded but didn’t say anything. She was too anxious, too wrapped up in the familiar tug-of-war between pride and worry. The height of Lily’s flips, the force she landed with—every element felt like a risk. But even through her nerves, she couldn’t help but be in awe of her daughter’s sheer talent. She had always known Lily was special, but seeing her out there now, at this level, was something else entirely. Pride swelled deep in her as she watched her movements.

The final move came—a double layout. Beth instinctively held her breath as Lily launched herself into the air, the world slowing around her daughter’s gravity-defying body. Time stopped for a moment as her mind raced with all the things that could go wrong. And then, Lily landed, solid and strong, her feet firmly planted on the mat.

Amanda let out a small cheer, and Jamie gave a soft, approving nod. The evaluator scribbled notes on her clipboard, her expression neutral.

Relief washed over her—Lily had done it.

“See, that’s how you do it,” Sarah said, turning to her with a wide smile. “Our baby is one step closer to the Olympics.”

“Did you ever think this was going to be our life?” Beth mused.

“Not in a million years, but I wouldn’t trade it for anything.” Sarah placed her hand on Beth’s, giving her a gentle squeeze. “I mean it, Beth. You and Lily are my family, even if you and I aren’t—you know—‘you and I’ anymore.”

Her intense gaze softened as Beth nodded in understanding. “Family always,” she whispered.

As Beth and Sarah made their way down to the gym floor, the tension from earlier dissipated. This wasn’t about them—it was about Lily. It had always been about Lily.

The evaluator exchanged a few words with Jamie and Amanda before turning to the family, her face calm and professional. “Lily, I’m pleased to say that you’ve passed your evaluation. You’re eligible to compete at the Senior Elite level this season.”

Beth’s heart soared, and she saw a flash of joy cross Sarah’s face, too. They turned to Lily, whose excitement poured from her. Sarah hugged Lily tight, whispering praise Beth couldn’t hear but knew was full of pride.

“You did it, kiddo,” Jamie said softly, as Lily turned to her, offering a high-five.

Lily’s voice wavered as she blurted out the question that had clearly been weighing on her. “Does this mean you’re staying, Jamie? You’re not going back to Oregon, right?” Her eyes were wide, hopeful, her hands clasped tightly in front of her as if bracing for the worst. As Beth watched her daughter—so confident in the gym, yet unsure now—something pulled at her. The possibility of losing Jamie’s presence felt all too real.

Her stomach dropped, her pulse quickening as she turned her attention to Jamie. She saw the way Jamie’s expression faltered for a moment. Beth hadn’t considered that Lily would be so direct, but of course she would. That was who she was.

Jamie blinked, her face softening. “Lily, I—” she began, clearly caught off guard. Beth’s breath caught in her chest as Jamie hesitated. Jamie never hesitated. She’d always been so steady, so sure. But now, her eyes flickered—just for a second—toward Beth, and in that brief glance, Beth saw everything Jamie was too afraid to say. She wasn’t staying. She had already made up her mind.

“I’m here for now,” she whispered, only, she wasn’t looking at Lily. Instead her eyes met Beth’s.

She knew it wasn’t the answer Lily wanted—or the answer she wanted. But the tone of Jamie’s voice, the way she quickly averted her eyes, told her Jamie was struggling with more than the logistics of her decision.

Lily’s face fell, her posture stiffening. “That’s not a yes,” Lily muttered, her shoulders slumping. The confidence that usually radiated from her seemed to vanish, replaced by the quiet veil of disappointment. Jamie was supposed to be steady, like the floor beneath her feet, but now, even that felt uncertain.

Jamie glanced at Beth, her eyes soft but conflicted. Their gazes locked, and she realized how deeply the stakes had risen—not only for Lily’s gymnastics career, but for all of them.

Jamie shifted on her feet as she glanced between Lily, Beth, and Sarah. “I’ll be here through the end of December, as planned,” she said finally. “But even after I leave, I’ll always be here for you, Lily. Any time you need me. I hope you know that.”

Lily crossed her arms. “I know but, for the record, I don’t like this at all,” she muttered, her voice firm but trembling enough for Beth to catch it. “Remember, my birthday is next week, and you staying for good would make a really awesome present.”

Jamie had sidestepped the real answer, they both knew it. So she stood there, with Sarah and Lily, their daughter’s future looking bright and her path to the Olympics clear, knowing this wasn’t the time to press for answers.

As they left the gym—Lily swinging her gym bag over her shoulder, and Sarah chatting animatedly with Amanda, her competitive energy still buzzing from the evaluation—Beth’s attention was elsewhere. She couldn’t ignore the distance growing between her and Jamie, nor the sinking feeling that time was running out to say what she needed to say.


FOURTEEN
JAMIE


The gym was empty except for Jamie, the echo of her boxing gloves hitting the heavy bag the only sound cutting through the stillness. She threw punch after punch, her muscles straining with each hit, sweat dripping down her face and chest. The storm inside her wouldn’t quiet, even as her fists slammed into the bag again and again.

She shifted her stance, jabbing with her right hand, then ducking into a sharp left hook. The impact jolted through her—a welcome pain—something she could focus on, something she could hold onto. Her fists ached with every hit, but it wasn’t enough. The bag swung back like it was laughing at her, like it knew her fear and wasn’t letting go. She only swung harder.

Jamie stepped back, gasping for air. Wiping her forearm across her forehead, she caught her reflection in the gym’s mirrored wall. Her face was flushed, her wild curls frizzing at the edges of the braids barely holding them in place. She looked wrecked—emotionally, physically, mentally—but that was the point. She wasn’t here to feel better. She was here to burn it all out. To pound her fear and uncertainty into something that made sense.

She stepped back up to the bag, planting her feet firmly on the ground, and threw another barrage of punches. Her muscles screamed with every blow, her lungs burning as she tried to catch her breath. Sweat dripped into her eyes, blurring her vision, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t stop. Not until she figured it all out. The raw ache in her arms matched the tension twisting tighter in her chest.

How could she be so strong here, with her fists against the bag, and still feel so weak when it came to her feelings?

It made the most sense to start with the problem that loomed the largest. That was the thought of the cancer coming back—of her body betraying her again. It clawed at the back of her mind, a persistent, gnawing fear. She could handle the fear alone and had been handling it for years, but that fear took on a new meaning entirely when Jamie thought about Beth and the ramifications of recurrence if she ever really were to let her in. If Jamie let her see how fragile she was, how easily her life could unravel. She had never been good at letting people see her when she was anything less than perfect. She had built her walls high for a reason—she wasn’t sure she was ready for anyone to see past them.

Her gloves slammed into the bag again, body twisting with the punch’s force. Beth’s face came to her mind—the steady presence, the warm smile—and it only made Jamie punch harder. The fear of wanting her, letting her in, letting Lily in, too, had become unbearable. For weeks now, she had tried to push those feelings down, to keep things simple, to shove Beth into the safe category of “friend” and nothing more. But deep down, she knew she’d been fooling herself. She wasn’t scared because she didn’t want Beth. She was scared because she did.

The bag thudded against the chains as Jamie hit it again, harder this time. Her breath clawed its way up her throat, each inhale stinging. The gym air, heavy with sweat and the sharp scent of leather, clung to her skin, and every drop of sweat felt like it was scalding.

Amanda had been right.

If Jamie wanted to be with Beth, she needed to get out of her own damn way. She needed to stop running. No more pushing. No more hiding behind excuses. The truth was staring her in the face, and she had been too scared to admit it, because admitting it meant letting go of the little control she had over the situation.

Control had been her only defense for years. When her body had failed her, control was all she had left. It was easier to keep people at a distance and to manage her emotions like a set of neatly packed boxes, each one sealed tight. But with Beth, the edges were fraying, the boxes tipping open, and the control she had spent years perfecting was slipping through her fingers.

Jamie’s fists slowed as the truth settled in her. She wanted Beth. She wanted the possibility of them, together. The idea made her heart pound, not with fear this time, but with something that felt like hope.

Her punches stopped altogether. She stood there, heaving, fists falling to her sides, sweat dripping down her neck.

She was in love with Beth.

Love. The word was terrifying. It tasted risky. Jamie almost wanted to laugh at herself. She didn’t love people—she didn’t let herself get that close to anyone. She had never allowed herself to feel this before. Not like this. Not the kind of love that consumed her, that made her heart feel heavier and lighter simultaneously. It wasn’t just about Beth. It was about her—about the part of her that had been so terrified to let anyone in, to believe that she could have this, that she was worth it. But then, Beth wasn’t just anyone.

Her name felt like a weight in Jamie’s chest. Love. It felt too big, too fast—but also like she had subconsciously known it all along. It terrified her, but it also felt right. Like this was what she had been missing for so long, what she had been avoiding without even knowing it.

Jamie’s breaths were uneven, her hands shaking slightly as she lifted them to press against the heavy bag. She leaned her forehead against it, her skin cool against the rough canvas. “I love her,” she whispered to the empty room. The words felt strange in her mouth, unpracticed. Saying it out loud didn’t make it any less terrifying, but it did make it real.

Her mind raced. Could she really do this? Could she let herself have this, knowing all the risks that came with it?

What if the cancer comes back? Jamie was a risk. She had always been a risk.

What if I ruin them? The thought gnawed at her. She had spent years keeping people at arm’s length for this very reason—to protect them from her. From the baggage she carried, the risks she brought. It was safer to stay on the outside and to keep her walls high.

Five years in remission was supposed to feel like freedom, like she had won the fight. But that wasn’t how it worked. Every day, the fear followed her. Every ache, every cough, every sleepless night felt like a reminder that the cancer could come back. And if she let Beth in, if she let her heart hope for something real—what then? How could she ask someone to stay when her body might betray her again?

She tried to shake it off, to remind herself of all the reasons why loving Beth was dangerous. But no matter how often she told herself to stop, the thought kept creeping back. What if this was her chance? What if running away from love, from Beth, was another way of hiding?

But it was the idea of what her life could look like, what her life could be, that excited her. That sent a tingling sensation through her body. It electrified her. She closed her eyes. She could see it. Mornings with Beth, waking up to those amazing blue eyes. Coffee dates and talking about mundane things like who would grocery shop and who would do the laundry. Lily’s laughter and bubbly spirit filling their home. She could see it so clearly. But the vision wavered at the edges, darkened by the shadow of what-ifs. She shook her head, pushing the fear back, but it never disappeared completely. Maybe it didn’t have to. Perhaps it didn’t have to be one or the other. Maybe her fears and hopes could live side by side.

Jamie pushed off the bag, her gloves falling to the floor with a soft thud. She sank onto the bench, burying her face in her hands. Her heart was pounding again, but this time, the fear didn’t win out. It was a possibility. The pull of something bigger than herself that she couldn’t ignore any longer.

She wanted Beth. And she was in love with her.

It wasn’t one moment that made her realize it; it was a hundred little moments strung together. It was how Beth looked at her that night at the gallery, as if Jamie was worth seeing. It was how she listened without judgment and cared without asking for anything in return. It was the way Beth laughed—that soft, warm sound that made Jamie want to smile every time she heard it. It was in Beth’s patience, even when Jamie knew she was being difficult. Hell, it was even in how Jamie felt protective over Lily—the need to remove as many obstacles for her as she could.

It was all of it. Every moment. Every look. Every quiet conversation over the last three months. It had all slowly and quietly built up until it hit Jamie like a freight train.

Maybe the cancer would come back. Perhaps she’d mess things up. But maybe—just maybe—Beth would be willing to face those fears with her, together.

She stood up slowly, her legs still shaky from the workout. But what she felt for Beth wasn’t something she could ignore anymore. It terrified her—the idea of saying it out loud, of putting it into words.

She needed to talk to Beth, and soon, before the fear could claw her back into hiding. Before she convinced herself that this was too dangerous. Because even though it terrified her, the thought of losing Beth was worse.

That evening, the gentle hum of rain pattered against the roof of Jamie’s van, lulling her into a state of almost peace. She lay in bed, cocooned in blankets, the chilly night air seeping through the barely cracked window. The Pacific Northwest had that way about it—wrapping everything in a kind of quiet melancholy that seemed to mirror her mood.

She’d grown accustomed to the solitude her van provided, parked beneath the canopy of towering pines. It was a life she had chosen, or at least one she had settled into. She liked its simplicity and the way it allowed her to keep people and emotions at a comfortable distance. But that distance was becoming more challenging to maintain.

She picked up her phone and scrolled till she found Beth’s name. Would Beth laugh if she knew how long Jamie had agonized over a single text? Would she even want to talk? She couldn’t help the way she pictured Beth, glancing at her phone and seeing her text, rolling her eyes, and tossing it aside. She couldn’t call her. The conversation she wanted to have—no, needed to have—wasn’t one you do over the phone.

Her mind had spent the better part of the day turning over her realization from earlier, trying to examine it from every which way, but there was no point. She was in love with Beth Walsh.

Jamie reached out, picked up her phone again, and pulled up her text thread with Beth. She typed out a message—“Hey, I think we should talk”—but immediately deleted it, her thumb hovering over the empty text box as a knot tightened in her chest. It felt too direct. Too much. She tossed her phone aside, but her fingers itched to pick it back up. Maybe she should call? No, that wasn’t right either. It felt like her emotions were too big to fit in words on a screen, but at the same time, the idea of saying them out loud made her squirm.

She didn’t want to make the first move after pushing Beth away for weeks, but she knew she needed to. But what if Beth didn’t feel the same? What if this was all wishful thinking—some fantasy her mind had cooked up to distract her from the real issue: the fear that she wasn’t enough? Not healthy enough, not stable enough, not . . . lovable enough.

She rolled onto her side, wrapping the blankets tighter around her as her mind swirled. Why was this so hard? She knew what she had to do. She’d have to take her chances and know rejection was possible.

Her phone buzzed beside her, shattering the fragile quiet of her evening. Jamie frowned, expecting to see a message from Amanda, but the name on the screen made her pause.

Beth.

Her heart jumped. It was the first real message she’d gotten from her in weeks, outside of the brief, obligatory greetings at the gym or a quiet nod in passing.

Beth 9:07 PM


Hey, stranger.




Jamie stared at the text, her thumb hovering over the screen. For a moment, she thought about ignoring it, leaving it unanswered, the way she’d left so many of her feelings with Beth—untouched, unspoken, buried beneath layers of self-protection.

But then came the second part of the message.

Beth 9:07 PM


Want to go for a walk tomorrow morning? I know a place.




She chewed the inside of her cheek, torn between the instinct to pull away and the nagging pull she always felt when it came to Beth. This was what she needed: an opening outside of the gym to talk to her, and Beth was offering it up on a silver platter.
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The park Beth had chosen for them to meet at the following morning was tucked away and quiet, with tall pines lining a winding dirt path. When Jamie arrived, the sky was a pale gray, and the rain had turned from a steady drizzle to a light mist, the kind that hung in the air without really falling. She pulled her hood up, shoved her hands deep into the pockets of her jacket, and tried to ignore the way her stomach twisted with nerves.

She immediately spotted Beth standing near the edge of the parking lot, looking out at the trees. The hood of her purple raincoat was up, face barely visible underneath the bill of the Puget Sound Pride hat. Jamie would have recognized her anywhere, though.

“Hey.” Beth’s voice was soft as Jamie approached, her breath forming small clouds in the chilly air.

“Hey,” Jamie replied, her voice catching a little. “Nice spot.”

“I thought it’d be good for some fresh air,” she answered simply.

The pause stretched before them, held down by words neither of them uttered. Jamie wasn’t sure if she should hug Beth or stay back. Their boundaries had become so blurry that even standing this close felt strange.

“Shall we?” Beth gestured toward the path and started walking, boots crunching softly on the damp pine needles.

Jamie followed, falling into step beside her. At first, the sound of their footsteps and the gentle rustle of trees in the breeze filled the silence as they adjusted to the rhythm of the walk.

“So . . .” Beth began, after a few moments. “I’ve been meaning to reach out, but everything has felt so complicated.” Her voice was casual, but Jamie caught the tension that pulled at her words. Beth hesitated. “I’ve been trying to figure things out. After everything with us and then Sarah—I didn’t know what I wanted, not really. But then I realized I’ve known for a while.”

Jamie nodded, though she wasn’t entirely sure what to say. Things had been complicated. More than either of them had probably wanted to admit.

“Yeah,” Jamie finally said, the rain making it easier to hide her discomfort. “I’m glad you did—reach out, that is.”

They walked a little longer in silence. Jamie kept her eyes on the path ahead, her heart beating a little too fast to be comfortable. Every instinct told her to keep her guard up, not to let this moment—this person—get too close. But she knew she would never move forward without pulling her walls down. She inhaled shakily as she worked up the courage to tell Beth what she needed to say.

“I’m sorry,” Jamie said quickly, the words rushing out of her clunky and dense.

At the same time the words left her mouth, Beth also spoke.

“I ended things with Sarah.”

She didn’t look at Beth. A whooshing noise in her ears consumed her senses. That had been the absolute last thing Jamie had expected her to say. “Oh,” she said dumbly. “Thanks for telling me.”

What the fuck, Jamie. What a dumb thing to say. Pull it together, Lyons. She berated herself as they continued to walk in silence and Jamie struggled to find the words to be vulnerable. “I’m sorry I’ve been so distant. I haven’t entirely been sure what to say to you since—” Her voice cracked as Beth started speaking over top of her, and Jamie couldn’t help but recoil at the slight bite in her words.

“I don’t need an apology, Jamie. I don’t need you to feel guilty about this.”

Jamie frowned, confused. “Then what do you want?”

Beth’s lips twitched into a small, almost sad smile. “I want honesty. That’s it. Just tell me the truth—about whatever is going on in your head.” She glanced at Jamie from under the hood of her jacket. Her blue eyes were stormy and dark, reflecting the grayness of the morning. “Can you do that for me? Because I’m drowning in everything we’re not saying to each other.”

All her defenses were useless under Beth’s gaze. The walls she usually relied on to keep everything in check, to keep her emotions hidden, felt flimsy and exposed.

Beth stopped walking and turned toward Jamie, a seriousness in her eyes. She crossed her arms over her chest, and Jamie couldn’t help but marvel at Beth’s ability to be so put together in a moment like this.

“How about we make it easier?” Beth offered, her tone lighter now, a teasing edge slipping into her words. “True or false. You answer honestly, and I won’t push for more. Deal?”

Jamie blinked at her, a little thrown off by the suggestion. “True or false?” she clarified. “Like the game?”

Beth nodded, her smile widening a fraction. “Yeah. Simple questions. True or false. That way, it’s not a whole big thing. Just small truths.”

“Okay. True or false.”

Beth’s words hung in the air between them—I want honesty. Jamie could do that, or at least she could try.

“You ready?” Beth said again, her voice breaking the silence.

Jamie inhaled deeply, glancing over at Beth. She wasn’t sure where this was going, but there was something in Beth’s tone that made her nod.

“True or false: you like pineapple on pizza?”

Jamie blinked, caught off guard by the unexpected question. Shaking her head and laughing, she answered. “False. I firmly believe that pineapple has no place on a pizza.”

“Well, that’s unfortunate,” she said, laughing. “I’m a Hawaiian pizza enthusiast.”

“Guess we’re pizza incompatible.” Jamie shrugged, unable to help her grin.

Beth gave her a teasing nudge that Jamie wanted to sink into.

“We’ll figure it out. I’m sure we can find common ground.” The playful banter brought a brief, much-needed ease to the conversation, but both knew the real questions hadn’t started yet.

“True or false: you miss being an elite gymnast,” Beth asked, cocking her head just so.

Jamie’s smile faded, her heart tightening in her chest. She hadn’t expected Beth to go there—to dive right into the personal stuff. Okay. We’re doing this, she thought, taking a breath, staring at the rain-soaked ground beneath their feet.

“True,” Jamie admitted. She missed it—the discipline, the adrenaline, the purpose. But the cost of it, the physical and emotional toll, had been too much. Jamie felt exposed in a way she hadn’t allowed herself to be in a long time. It was uncomfortable, but only for a moment and then that feeling started to fade. “But more so because why I left made things feel so . . . unfinished.” She added. There. The truth. She could do this.

Beth only nodded before continuing.

“True or false: you like coaching.” Her blue eyes were curious, and Jamie wondered what she was trying to piece together with these questions.

“Somewhere in between. I like being Lily’s coach,” she said slowly, “but I don’t know if I would say that I like being a coach overall.” Beth nodded again as they continued to walk.

“True or false: you’ve thought about us as more than friends.”

Jamie’s pulse quickened as Beth’s words sank in, each hitting a little too close to the truth. She could feel Beth’s gaze but didn’t dare look up.

More than friends.

The answer was obvious, yet it was the one she had been running from for weeks.

“I think you know the answer to that one,” she whispered.

Beth’s eyes softened before she repeated, “True or false.”

Jamie met her gaze, understanding. She needed to hear Jamie say it so that she could believe it.

The words tangled in the back of her throat, refusing to be spoken. “True,” she managed to choke out.

Beth let Jamie’s confession settle just a moment. “True or false: you like me.”

Jamie closed her eyes, trying to steady herself and control her emotions. There was no running from this one. She had to face it.

“True,” she finally whispered, like it had been trapped inside her for far too long.

Beth let out a sharp gasp. Her lips parting slightly as Jamie’s confession hit her; her fingers twitched at her sides as if holding herself back from reaching out. Those blue eyes softened with something dangerously close to relief.

“True or false.” Beth’s voice was almost a whisper now. “You’d want to be with me if things were different.”

Jamie’s heart stuttered. It felt as though the ground beneath her feet were falling away. If things were different . . . what would that look like? What would it mean for her, for Beth, for Lily?

But the answer came before she could overthink it.

Her heart was hammering against her ribs, and the words stuck in her throat like they’d been lodged there for days. “True,” Jamie admitted.

It was the only thing she could say, the only thing that was real. The words felt like a surrender, as if Jamie was finally letting go of the armor she had built up around herself.

She was still reeling from that last question when Beth hit her with another. “True or false: you’re scared that if you let me in, you’ll hurt me.”

The words hit Jamie like a punch to the gut. The answer wasn’t just true—it was the truth she had been living with, the truth that had kept her at a distance from the beginning.

“True.”

As soon as it was out, her body buzzed with the aftermath of her admission. Sure, a small part of her wanted to run, like she had the day at the coffee shop. But a much larger part felt lighter—like she’d had finally stepped off the ledge she’d been teetering on for weeks only to be pleasantly surprised that that ledge was only a small step.

Beth stopped walking and turned to face her. “I get that,” she said gently. “I know it’s scary, Jamie. But you don’t have to carry that alone.”

“Beth, I-I’m—” Jamie’s breath hitched as Beth’s eyes searched hers. “I’m terrible at this. Saying how I feel.” Her shoulders slumped. God, she was embarrassing herself. She would never be able to look Beth in the eye after this.

“It’s okay if you’re a little clumsy with your words. Give it a try.” Her voice was so reassuring, sweet, and comforting, and Jamie knew she was truly a safe place to let herself be vulnerable. So she would try. She let out a small laugh, which made Beth raise an inquisitive eyebrow.

“Sorry. It’s a little ironic, isn’t it? Me, clumsy? I have seven Olympic gold medals in a sport that has zero space for clumsiness, but when it comes to putting my feelings into words, I’m an absolute nightmare.” Her nervous laughter persisted as she looked up at Beth, who wasn’t saying anything but was watching her with compassion and understanding.

Beth had this ability to stay steady and calm despite the storm of emotions swirling between them.

“One last question then⁠—”

Before Beth could ask her next true-or-false question, Jamie cleared her throat and spoke up. “Wait—can I ask one instead?”

Beth paused, considering her for a moment before smiling. “Alright,” Beth replied. “Go ahead.”

Jamie hesitated, the question she wanted to ask on the tip of her tongue. This was her chance. The rain was a mist now, but it felt like a thick curtain hanging between them, blurring the world’s edges outside this moment.

“True or false,” Jamie began. Could she do this? Could she really ask, knowing that Beth’s answer might change everything? She inhaled deeply, breathing in wet pine, her pulse roared in her ears, and let the rain blur the rest of the world until all that mattered was Beth’s presence beside her. It was now or never. “If I asked you on a date, you’d say yes.”

For a split second, she was sure she’d ruined everything. Positive she had gone too far. Beth then—Jamie saw a flicker of something—surprise? Relief? Beth’s eyes held hers, and the world seemed to narrow. Beth smiled, and everything inside Jamie stilled.

“True.”

The single word echoed through the air between them.

Jamie blinked, and a small laugh escaped her as she shook her head. “Really?” she asked, her voice a mix of disbelief and relief.

Beth smiled wider, a teasing glint in her eyes. “Really,” she replied. “But only if pineapple pizza is involved, or else I might have to reconsider.”

Jamie laughed, a real laugh, the tension in her chest finally easing. “Pineapple pizza it is,” she promised, feeling the warmth of the moment spread through her like a slow-burning flame.

Beth stepped closer, her shoulder brushing against Jamie’s. “In that case, I’d definitely say yes.”

Jamie felt like she could breathe again. Sure, the fear was still there, lurking at the edges of her mind, but it felt different now. Smaller. More manageable. She had opened herself up to the possibility of something new, something real, and it hadn’t broken her. The weight she’d carried for so long—the fear of not being enough—lessened, and she realized that maybe she was more ready for this than she’d thought.

They walked a while longer, footsteps mixing with the gentle patter of rain on the leaves. Jamie’s heart still raced, but it wasn’t from fear this time. It was from the excitement of the newness of them.

As they continued down the path, Jamie couldn’t help but grin to herself. She had taken the risk—and for the first time, it felt like the right thing to do. And now, she had a date to plan.


FIFTEEN
BETH


Jamie 8:34 PM


Just checking that we’re still on for Sunday.




Beth 8:35 PM


We’re so on. Can’t wait.




Jamie 8:36 PM


Perfect. I’ve got something fun planned, but it has a bit of a dress code. Please wear long pants, closed-toe shoes, and clothes you don’t mind getting a little sweaty in ;)




Beth 8:38 PM


Any hints, or are you planning on driving me crazy as I let my imagination run wild for the next 48 hours?




Jamie 8:40 PM


No hints, but I have a feeling you’re going to like what I have planned. And please, by all means, let your imagination do its thing.




It had only been a week since that rainy walk, but everything felt different. She and Jamie had been texting every day, sometimes flirty messages, sometimes just sharing random moments. It was new, uncertain, and exciting. She could feel that Jamie’s walls, while still up, were slowly coming down, letting her in little by little.

Sunday’s date felt like the first real step toward a possible future together, and Beth found herself increasingly imagining what a future with Jamie might be like.

The sound of footsteps padding into the room pulled her out of her thoughts. Lily appeared in the doorway, tablet tucked under one arm.

“Hey, love,” Beth said, glancing up. “You okay?”

Lily nodded, a thoughtful expression crossing her face as she sat across from her at the counter, fiddling with the edge of her tablet case.

“What do you want for dinner?” Beth asked.

“I’m not hungry.” Lily shrugged.

“Not hungry? Who are you, and what have you done with my Lily?”

Lily rolled her eyes. “Mom,” she groaned, but her small, playful smile gave her away. “I wanted to talk to you about something.”

Okay, now her interest was piqued. Lily didn’t usually start conversations like this, not unless what she had to say was important.

“Of course, love. What’s on your mind?”

Lily shifted slightly in her seat, then pulled her tablet into her lap, looking down at it. “My birthday’s in a couple of days . . .”

Beth smiled. “It is. Any special requests for the big day?”

Lily’s eyes brightened. “Actually, yeah,” she said, turning her tablet around. A digital drawing of her room was on the screen—brightly colored, full of life and imagination. “I was thinking, for my birthday, could we paint my room together? Like, really paint it? Fun colors, cool designs. Here! I drew some ideas . . .”

Beth blinked in surprise as her eyes took in the riot of oversized floral blooms and abstract shapes that danced across Lily’s screen. It was a whirlwind of vivid pinks, deep greens, and splashes of bold yellow and black, like Lily had captured pure joy and chaos all at once. For a moment, Beth was overcome by a surge of pride and love so strong it left her breathless.

“Lil, this is—this is amazing,” she said.

Alongside the pride came a wave of guilt. When had Lily become so talented? When had she missed the quiet evolution of her daughter’s creativity? The realization hit her hard: in the whirlwind of co-parenting and her own attempt to reignite her artistic passion, she’d lost sight of Lily’s. Beth had spent so much time wrestling with the idea that Lily was becoming more like Sarah—precise, orderly, focused—that she had missed the part of Lily that was more like herself every day—the shared love for art in all its many forms.

Lily’s face flushed, a proud smile tugging at her lips. “You like it?”

“I love it,” Beth said, scanning the designs. “This is next level, Lils.”

Lily shrugged, but Beth could see the pleased glimmer in her eyes. “It’s something I’ve been working on. I thought it’d be cool to actually do it, you know? Turn it into something real.”

Beth handed Lily her tablet back and spread her hands across the cool marble surface of the countertop. She understood that feeling. The need to take the pictures in her mind and externalize them.

“When did you learn to do this?” she asked, glancing at the tablet. How had she not known about this talent of Lily’s?

Lily shrugged, grabbing an apple from the counter. “Mom got me the tablet for my birthday last year, remember? I started watching YouTube videos and practicing. You know, trying different stuff out.” She cut the apple and scooped out peanut butter. “I also learned a lot about art from watching and painting with you.” Her smile was sweet, and Beth’s heart melted. The day she first saw that smile, she knew it would always have that effect on her.

Beth reached for one of the freshly cut apple slices and dipped it in peanut butter before biting as thoughts raced through her mind.

“So, can we do it? Will you help me paint my room?”

The fact that Lily wanted to do this together meant the world to her. To have Lily want to share her art with her—not only share it—but to have Beth be a part of it? It felt good to be trusted with that vulnerability again, like they were connecting in a new way, one Beth hadn’t fully anticipated.

“Absolutely,” she said, grinning. “I think that’s a fantastic idea. Want to go pick out paints tonight?”

“Oh my God, really? Yes! I’ve already measured the wall, and I think I’ve figured out how much paint I need for each color.” Lily bounced on the stool rapidly flipping through the rest of her designs, and Beth couldn’t help but laugh. “I love it. Seriously, Lily, this is amazing.”

They spent the next few minutes going over Lily’s ideas, Beth marveling at how much thought her daughter had put into every detail. It wasn’t until Lily flipped the tablet shut and leaned back in her chair that the conversation took a slightly different turn.

“I don’t think Mom liked my ideas for her new house,” Lily said, her earlier excitement replaced with disappointment.

“What do you mean?”

Lily shrugged, her expression closing off slightly. “When we picked colors for my room at Mom’s, she only gave me, like, two options—beige or light pink. She said it had to match the rest of the house.” Lily rolled her eyes and mimed throwing up.

Beth’s jaw clenched. Of course Sarah would insist on a color palette matching her aesthetic. Everything in her life was curated, neat, and controlled. It was a quality that had once made Beth feel equal parts safe and stifled during their marriage, but now, seeing how it stifled Lily, it only frustrated her. She always encouraged Lily to express herself and embrace the messiness of life and art. And here Sarah was, reducing their daughter’s creativity to two bland options—beige and pale pink. Why does everything with her have to fit into a neat little box? she thought, resisting the urge to say something sharper. It wasn’t the time to make Lily feel caught in the middle.

“I’m sorry, love. I’m sure that wasn’t Mom’s intention, but I know it feels frustrating when you’re not heard. Sometimes she gets a little lost in the details,” Beth said softly. “But I hope you know that your room here is your space, and you can always make it feel like yours.”

“Yeah. I know.” She sighed, pausing for a moment. “It’s weird, since Mom moved here, her new house is so new. Like it doesn’t feel like home yet. But this house feels like my home and I can’t wait to paint my room.”

Beth’s heart squeezed. Lily had been spending more time here, but hearing it aloud made it real. It was bittersweet. Sarah wasn’t in tune with their daughter, but Beth was grateful that Lily felt safe enough to share this with her.

She reached across the table, gently placing her hand on Lily’s. “I’m happy to hear that, love.”

They sat there in silence for a moment, the rain pattering against the windows. Beth squeezed Lily’s hand before letting go, her mind still spinning with everything Lily had and hadn’t said. A subtle shift was happening, not just between her and Jamie but between her and Lily. Their little home was becoming more than just a house—it was becoming their sanctuary, a place where Lily could be herself, where they could be a family.

“Did you find your inspiration again? I noticed you’re painting more lately.”

Beth smiled for a moment, touched by Lily’s perceptiveness.

“You know what? I think I did. Did you?”

“Yeah, I did, too,” Lily said.

Beth had Jamie’s flirty texts to look forward to, their upcoming date a bright spot on the horizon of her mind. Still, as she sat here with Lily, feeling the warmth of their connection rekindling, she couldn’t help but wonder if this—this blend of motherhood and new love—was the future she had been hoping for all along.

Two days later, Beth stood at the window, nervously smoothing her sweater for the hundredth time. She felt ridiculous. Giddy, like a teenager before prom. After a week of flirty texts and bubbling excitement, her first actual date with Jamie was finally happening. She glanced at the clock, when Jamie’s familiar van pulled into the driveway.

She grabbed her coat, stepping onto the porch as Jamie’s van stopped. Jamie got out, dark curls falling around her face as she glanced up, catching Beth’s eye and giving her a little wave.

“Hey,” Beth said softly, smiling as she walked down the steps.

Jamie flashed her that same cheeky smile from the night in the gallery—the night when all of this had been set in motion. “You look . . .” She paused, eyes scanning Beth from head to toe before letting out a soft laugh, almost like she couldn’t believe what she was saying. “You look beautiful.”

Beth grinned, her heart fluttering. “You don’t look too bad yourself.”

Jamie scratched the back of her neck, clearly flustered, her usual confidence feeling a little off. “I, uh, thanks,” she stammered, as a slow blush crept up her cheeks.

“Is that nervousness I’m sensing, Ms. Lyons?” Beth teased as they walked to Jamie’s van.

“Possibly,” Jamie said, with a small, self-deprecating laugh. “I’ve never really done this before. You know, taken someone on a real date. It’s always been for, uh, one reason. But this is different.”

Beth’s chest warmed at the honesty, and she squeezed Jamie’s hand. “It’s okay,” she reassured her. “I’m a little nervous, too.”

Jamie let out a breath, nodding as her fingers intertwined with Beth’s. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

Jamie grinned back, a little more at ease as they held hands and started moving toward the van. Something in Beth’s mind told her there was one more thing she wanted to do before their date officially got underway.

On instinct, she tugged Jamie back toward her, so their bodies were only inches apart. Jamie blinked, brown eyes widening with realization as Beth leaned in. The world seemed to quiet—the rustling pines and chill in the air fading. But all Beth saw was Jamie, adorably flustered.

Her eyes traced the contours of Jamie’s cheekbones before landing on her lips. She had dreamed about this moment—about kissing her again. She had almost forgotten what Jamie tasted like. How soon was too soon, considering Jamie had already left her breathless months ago?

“You’re thinking too hard,” Jamie teased, and Beth was instantly pulled back to their first kiss in her messy office where Jamie had said those exact words to her.

“Not today,” she replied, and without second-guessing herself, Beth leaned in, catching Jamie’s lips with her own, reveling in the feeling of Jamie’s delighted inhale before she let out a small, satisfied moan.

The kiss was soft at first—like releasing the first bit of steam from a simmering pot. Jamie’s hands found Beth’s waist as she returned the kiss gently.

Beth pulled back, concerned she had jumped the gun, but Jamie’s wide-eyed, dazed smile said it all.

“Wow.” Jamie blinked.

“Too soon?” Beth bit her lip.

Jamie shook her head. “No. It was perfect.”

“Good,” she said, her thumb brushing lightly over Jamie’s knuckles. “Because I’ve wanted to do that every day for months.”

With a playful tug, Jamie walked Beth the remaining way to her van.

“So, will you tell me what we’re doing today? I’ve been dying to know.”

“You’ll see,” Jamie teased, a glint of playfulness returning to her eyes. “Let’s say we’re both going to get a little hot today, and hopefully make something cool.”

After a short drive, they pulled up to what appeared to be an art studio in a quiet corner of town. Beth’s curiosity deepened. The windows glowed warmly in the low light of the day, and a small wooden sign out front read “Kiss My Glass.”

“Glassblowing? Really?” Her heart flipped as Jamie grinned, exposing those dimples she loved so much.

“I arranged for us to take a private lesson. Figured it’d be better not to have an audience.”

Stepping into the building, they were greeted by Marcie, the local artist and owner of the studio. The space smelled faintly of smoke and heat, and the warmth from the furnaces felt cozy as they walked deeper into the studio. Beth felt a sense of awe as she looked around at the shelves lined with vibrant, delicate glass pieces—each a testament to the craft and skill behind the art.

Marcie showed them to a set of hooks where they could put their coats, and advised them that things were about to get hot.

“I guess I won’t be needing this,” Jamie said, sliding off the oversized wool shacket she had been wearing before hanging it on one of the hooks on the wall.

Beth watched, pulse quickening as she took in the way Jamie’s ribbed white tank top hugged her broad shoulders—effortlessly captivating. She took a deep breath, tucking her hair behind her ear. Things were about to get hot indeed.

Marcie showed them around the equipment and explained the basics of glassblowing. Beth listened intently but couldn’t help but register that Jamie’s energy had shifted the moment they entered the studio. She was quiet, clearly out of her element, and Beth could tell she was trying to stay focused on the instructions being provided.

As the lesson continued, Jamie kept sneaking glances at her, their hands brushing as they reached for the same tools.

“You’re a natural,” Jamie teased, as Beth carefully shaped her glass.

“I’m just following the instructions,” Beth teased back, though she couldn’t ignore how Jamie’s compliment sent a rush of warmth through her. She caught Jamie’s eye, their gazes locking in the heat of the studio.

“You’re still amazing to me.”

Her cheeks flushed as the furnace’s heat mixed with the sudden intensity between them. Jamie’s eyes lingered, her compliment hanging in the air like the shimmer of molten glass. Beth wanted to say something—anything—but her thoughts felt tangled, and the warmth spreading through her body did nothing to help.

Jamie’s attention shifted back to her own work, but Beth was acutely aware of every movement she made. Jamie’s strong hands guided the glass with ease. A bead of sweat slid down her neck, and Beth watched as it disappeared beneath the neckline of her tank top. Beth’s throat went dry as she tried to focus on her sculpture.

The shape of her glass hardly mattered—her gaze kept wandering in Jamie’s direction, watching her every movement. It wasn’t just Jamie’s broad shoulders or the way her tank top clung to her skin; it was the ease with which Jamie moved, the way she fit so naturally into the world Beth had built for herself.

“Careful.” Marcie’s voice broke through the haze. “You don’t want it to cool down too quickly, or you’ll lose the shape.”

Beth blinked, nodding as she adjusted the pipe, trying to focus. She heard Jamie chuckle softly beside her. She could tell Jamie was enjoying this—her little flustered moment. It was playful teasing, but not in a way that made Beth self-conscious. Instead, it only added to the growing connection between them. She couldn’t help but marvel at the unintended irony of the two of them glassblowing—working with such a temperamental medium after everything they had been through to get here.

“I think mine’s turning into a blob,” Beth muttered, trying to regain her composure as she twisted the pipe in her hands.

“Looks like we’re making matching blobs, then,” Jamie teased, and she brushed shoulders with her, flashing that cheeky grin.

Beth couldn’t help but giggle, grateful for Jamie’s lightheartedness. They worked in tandem, their sculptures slowly taking shape—or, at least, some kind of shape. Both were far from creating masterpieces, but it was freeing not having to worry about being perfect. They shared a few more laughs, teasing each other about the amateur nature of their work.

As the lesson wrapped up, Marcie gave them a warm smile. “You two did great for your first time,” she said, though Beth could tell the comment was more encouraging than truthful.

“Thanks, Marcie,” Jamie replied, with a grin. “We’ll pretend this was what we were going for all along.”

They set their pieces aside to cool, and as they stepped away from the furnace’s heat, the warmth between them only seemed to intensify. Jamie wiped her brow with the back of her hand, the slight sheen of sweat catching the light. Beth’s pulse quickened again, and she had to force herself to look anywhere but at Jamie’s glistening skin.

“So, what do you think?” Jamie asked, her voice a little quieter now, more hesitant. Seeing Jamie this uncertain was strange, yet somehow, it made Beth want her even more.

She blinked, unsure whether Jamie was asking about the date or the glassblowing itself. She decided to answer both. “I think it was amazing. The glassblowing, and spending time with you.”

A soft, dopey smile spread across her cheeks at the confirmation. Jamie cleared her throat. “I, uh—have another part of the date planned, if you’re up for it.”

Beth tilted her head, intrigued. “Oh? More surprises?”

“How about we head back to your place? I’ve got everything for pineapple pizza as promised. Van life isn’t great for cooking for two.”

“You want to cook at my place?” Beth asked.

“If that’s okay with you,” Jamie added quickly. “I promise, I’ve got it all planned out.”

“Sounds perfect.”

Back at her house, Beth couldn’t help but find it strange how normal everything felt now after months of emotional push and pull between her and Jamie. And yet, despite the traces of excitement from their kiss earlier, there was something deeply comfortable about it all—like they were settling into a rhythm that neither of them quite expected to find but both welcomed—like they each could finally exhale around the other.

Jamie stood at her kitchen counter, hands dusted with flour as she kneaded dough. The smell of garlic and fresh vegetables filled the air, making the space feel cozy.

The sound of the dough slapping softly against the countertop was rhythmic, almost soothing. She watched Jamie move confidently, muscles flexing as she stretched the dough into a perfect circle. The sound of her movements broken only by the quiet clink of a spoon as Jamie spread tomato sauce in even swirls. Beth leaned against the counter, watching her appreciatively. She could smell the faint hint of Jamie’s shampoo, mingling with the scent of baking bread. Everything about this moment felt right—too right, almost—and Beth’s heart swelled with the realization that this wasn’t a fling or a temporary situationship. This could be it.

“You really are full of surprises, aren’t you?” Beth teased lightly.

Jamie glanced up, that familiar soft grin tugging at the corners of her lips. “Told you I would make you the best pizza of your life. But, come on, pineapple? Really?” Jamie’s smile widened, catching Beth’s eyes as she tossed a few slices of fresh pineapple into a bowl.

Beth grinned, feeling that flutter in her chest again. “You’re the one making it. I feel like I should be the one teasing you for caving.”

Jamie laughed softly, but didn’t say anything.

“I like what I like,” Beth teased, shrugging her shoulders.

Jamie shook her head in mock defeat. “Guess I really like the girl who likes pineapple on her pizza.”

Beth smiled as the warmth of their banter filled the space. She walked over to the counter where Jamie was working, unable to resist the pull any longer.

“You’re good at this,” she said softly, her arm brushing against Jamie’s as she reached for a piece of pineapple, popping it in her mouth and smiling, watching Jamie work the dough with her strong hands.

“Do you want to help or sit there and look pretty?” Jamie teased.

Beth raised an eyebrow, her grin widening as she moved closer, fingers brushing Jamie’s flour-covered hands. “I’ll sit here and look pretty,” she quipped, her voice dipping into a lower tone.

Jamie laughed, and God, Beth couldn’t get enough of that sound. “Okay, fair. You’re good at that.”

Jamie had finished slicing the vegetables, and as she slid the pizza into the oven, Beth found herself watching her—really watching her. It was easy to imagine Jamie fitting into her life. The quiet moments in the kitchen, her laughter as they prepared meals together. But then, unexpected, a thought crept into her mind. What happens when she leaves?

Jamie had made it clear that she was planning to return to Oregon, at least for a while. Beth’s heart gave a slight, uneasy twist. The idea of Jamie being hours away wasn’t exactly the future Beth had envisioned for them. She could already picture the long drives, late-night phone calls, and missed moments. Would they be able to handle the distance?

But Jamie’s easy smile melted her worry away, at least in that moment. They had time. They didn’t need to figure everything out tonight. She needed to trust that whatever this was, it was strong enough to survive.

Jamie, sensing the mood shift, stepped closer. Hesitating before speaking. “This feels good,” she said, her voice low. “Being with you feels good.” Her fingers trailed along the edge of the counter before finally looking up. “Like, really good. I don’t know how to explain it.”

“It does feel good,” Beth agreed, moving closer and slipping her arms around Jamie, pressing their bodies together.

Their lips met again and it started soft, like earlier, but quickly deepened—like they were both finally giving in to the feelings they had held back for far too long.

Jamie’s hands slid to Beth’s waist, pulling her closer as Beth let her own fingers tangle in Jamie’s hair. There was a heat between them, electric, making Beth’s whole body tingle with excitement. This was really happening. She and Jamie were together.

Jamie’s hands explored her freely, the same way Beth had been dreaming about for weeks. But as the kiss began to build, Jamie gently pulled back, breath coming in soft, shallow bursts as she rested her forehead against Beth’s.

“I—wait,” Jamie whispered, her voice shaky, hands resting on Beth’s hips. “I want this, I really do. But . . .”

“But what?” Beth asked, puzzled.

Jamie stepped back, fingers running through her hair. “I want to take this slow,” she said quietly, glancing down before meeting Beth’s eyes again. “I know that’s probably not what you expected, but this feels different. You’re different. There’s a lot we still need to talk about.”

Beth blinked, surprised. Slow? It felt counterintuitive after how they’d started—Jamie showing up unannounced in September, sparking an undeniable attraction between them.

And yet, as Jamie’s words sank in, Beth realized it wasn’t a rejection—it was the opposite. Jamie cared. She wasn’t pulling back because she didn’t want this; she was doing it because she did.

Worry lived beneath Beth’s smile. Slow made sense. But slow also meant uncertainty.

“Slow?” she asked, wanting clarification.

Jamie nodded as she met Beth’s eyes again.

“We can go as slow as you want,” she assured, intertwingling her fingers with Jamie’s, gently squeezing her hand. “There’s no rush.”

Jamie’s shoulders relaxed, lips curling into a smile. “I just—I lo⁠—”

Beth’s ears perked up at the word Jamie had been about to say. Jamie blushed, quickly correcting herself. “I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. I’ve always been so sure that I was better off keeping things casual, you know? Easier to protect myself that way. But you’re different, Beth. And Lily’s part of this too, which makes it—I don’t know. It makes me want to take my time. Make sure I do things right and that I don’t mess anything up.”

That. That was exactly why she had fallen for Jamie in the first place—she was so incredibly caring. Beth reached out to brush a stray curl away from Jamie’s forehead. “I think it’s really sweet,” she admitted. “And honestly? I didn’t expect you to be the one asking to take it slow, but I like it. And I agree.”

Jamie let out a soft laugh, clearly relieved. “Yeah?”

Beth nodded her response.

The oven timer beeped, and Jamie flashed her a small, apologetic look before checking on the pizza, pulling it out to cool.

They sat at the table as they ate. Beth had been concerned that there may be some awkwardness following their conversation, but she was pleasantly proved wrong. She liked that about Jamie. Hard conversations never left them feeling unsettled, only opened them up to a deeper understanding of the other.

“Well,” Jamie said, as she leaned back in her chair. “I really, really don’t want to be one of those cliché lesbian first dates that last for hours . . .” She smiled, but there was a softness beneath it—tentative, like she was still feeling her way through this new territory with Beth.

Beth glanced at the clock on the wall. It was well past four in the afternoon, and she felt a warmth bloom in her chest at how much time had passed without either of them noticing. “Time really does fly when you’re having fun,” she said. “Sarah usually drops Lily off around seven, so we still have some time if you want to stay a little longer.” She kept her voice hopeful but light, not wanting to pressure Jamie.

Jamie bit her lip, eyes flicking toward the kitchen as if she were considering it. “As enticing as that sounds,” she began, “I think I should head out.”

Beth tried to keep the disappointment from showing, nodding understandingly instead. “Yeah, of course. That makes sense.”

There was a pause, a kind of lingering silence between them, and Beth could sense Jamie was hesitating—like she had more to say.

Jamie shifted in her seat, her fingers fiddling with the napkin’s edge on the table. “Before I go, though, I’ve been thinking . . . about Lily.”

Beth tilted her head slightly, her attention entirely on Jamie. “Yeah? What about her?”

“I’ve never dated someone with a kid.” She sighed. “I don’t want to mess things up for you or her. Maybe we should wait to tell Lily until we know where this is going.”

Relieved, Beth nodded. There it was again. Jamie’s thoughtfulness on full display. She loved how considerate Jamie was of Lily in all of this, how much she cared. But at the same time, part of Beth longed for the day when they wouldn’t have to tiptoe around it. She imagined Jamie cooking in this kitchen with Lily bouncing in, and she wanted that future more than she’d realized until now. It felt right, but what if pushing too soon, too fast, could unravel everything?

“That makes sense,” Beth said softly. “We don’t have to rush into anything. But I do want you to know I really think you’re someone who could fit into our lives, mine and Lily’s. I can see that. And it’s not something I take lightly.”

Jamie glanced at her, eyes wide, almost startled by Beth’s words. “You really think that?”

“I do,” she replied. “But we can take it one step at a time, like you said. There’s no rush. And when the time is right, we’ll figure out how to tell Lily.”

“Thanks. I was a little worried you might take that the wrong way.”

Beth shook her head. “Not at all. I’m really touched by how much you care—about me and about Lily.”

Jamie’s smile widened, her gaze warming as she squeezed Beth’s hand. “I do care. A lot.”

Beth felt her heart flutter at Jamie’s words and, for a moment, all the worries about how this new thing between them would happen disappeared. She leaned in, pressing a soft kiss to Jamie’s lips, the gesture slow and tender. When they pulled back, she whispered, “We’ll figure it out, one step at a time.”

They sat in comfortable silence before Jamie finally stood up, grabbing her jacket. “I’ll head out now, but I’ll text you later?”

“You better.”

Jamie grinned and leaned in for a quick kiss before approaching the door.

“Hey, Jamie?” She called after her. Jamie spun around at the entrance to the hall.

“Yeah?”

“Thanks for an amazing first date.”

“Anything for you.” Jamie winked as she turned back in the direction of the front door.

Beth watched her go, her chest filled with hope. This felt like the beginning of something solid, something real. One step at a time, they could build a foundation that would last.


SIXTEEN
JAMIE


The last week of December arrived faster than Jamie expected. She had tied up all her loose ends—wrapping things up at the gym, saying goodbye to Lily—and had spent a quiet Christmas on her own. Initially, she planned to head back to Oregon during the gym’s holiday closure, but a particular blonde artist had been quite persuasive in convincing her to stay in town a few extra days.

Jamie tugged her coat tighter around her body as she stepped into the warmth of Pho King Delicious, the small pho restaurant where she and Amanda agreed to meet to review a few business concerns regarding PGTC. A bell above the door jingled softly as she entered, and the smell of simmering broth, herbs, and spices wrapped around her like a comforting blanket.

Amanda was already seated at a corner booth, her red hair pulled up in a messy bun and a smile on her face as Jamie approached.

“Hi!” Amanda said brightly, motioning for Jamie to sit. “I already ordered us some spring rolls and an extra-large pho each because I’m starving, and I know you’ll want enough to swim in.”

Jamie laughed, shaking off the cold as she slid into the booth across from Amanda. “You know me too well.”

Amanda leaned back, eyeing her suspiciously.

“Can I help you?” Jamie smirked.

Amanda’s grin only widened. “Oh, it’s nothing. I’m just wondering where you’ve been keeping this sparkly, shiny version of my oh-so-serious best friend.”

Jamie rolled her eyes, ignoring her comment but not attempting to hide her smile as she reached for the glass of water in front of her.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said facetiously.

“Well, if you don’t tell me, I’ll have to fill in some blanks myself, and I’m going to guess that the reason you’re so shiny these days starts with the letter B.”

Jamie shifted in her seat, feeling a warm flush creeping up her neck despite the cool air still clinging to her clothes. “Yeah, it does.” Her body melted into those words as all the unease she had been carrying the last few months evaporated.

Amanda’s eyes lit up with delight. “Fuck yes!” she cheered, as she clapped her hands together.

Jamie, bemused, glanced around the restaurant at Amanda’s excited outburst, but the smile on her face was impossible to hide.

“Oh my God. I have so many questions!” Amanda beamed as a waiter placed a plate of spring rolls between them, and they each dug in. “Are you, like, official? What’s it like dating an older woman? Have you boned yet? Never mind, I don’t want to know that. Are you going to do the distance thing? Does Lily know? Oh God, does Sarah know?”

Jamie laughed at Amanda’s rapid stream of questions as she bit into the crunchy spring roll, buying herself a few moments before responding.

“It’s been a perfect few weeks. We haven’t officially labeled anything; we’re taking it slow and seeing where things go.” Naturally, Amanda had several follow-up questions and didn’t hold a single one back. Jamie caught Amanda up on everything that had happened since Amanda had given her the lecture about getting out of her own way.

“So, yeah, we’re seeing each other now,” she finished.

Amanda leaned forward, her elbows on the table. “You look happy, Jamie. Like, really happy.”

Jamie glanced down at her hands, rubbing her thumb over a small scratch on the table’s wood. “I am,” she admitted. And it was the truth.

Amanda’s gaze was soft and full of understanding of all it had taken for Jamie to get herself here to this point. “I love this for you.”

Jamie glanced up, meeting Amanda’s eyes, catching the sincerity in her friend’s words. It was still hard for her to believe sometimes.

“I kind of love this for me, too,” Jamie admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’m excited, Amanda. I don’t think I’ve been excited since the 2015 world championships.” She took another bite of the spring roll, thinking.

“So, when’s the wedding?” A broad smile stretched across Amanda’s features as Jamie placed a well-aimed kick at her shins under the table.

Jamie smiled, grateful for Amanda’s unwavering support. Before she could respond, the waitress arrived with their steaming bowls of pho.

They spent the rest of the dinner talking about lighter things, Amanda filling Jamie in on some business items about the gym and a few new prospective elite gymnasts she had her eye on. They had nearly finished their dinner when Amanda’s tone shifted.

“I got an interesting call last week,” she started.

“Yeah? From who?”

“Do you remember Shannon York?”

Shannon York . . . Jamie racked her brain, trying to recall the face that went with the name.

“The soccer player?”

Amanda nodded. “Yeah. She and a few other athletes are trying to start an investment group focused on elevating women’s sports. They’re looking for founders. To be honest, it sounds like a cool idea. I don’t have the time right now, but I was thinking . . .” Jamie watched as she pushed her noodles around her bowl.

“When you do that, I usually end up paying,” Jamie joked.

“I think it would be a good opportunity for you.”

Jamie mulled it over as she absentmindedly stirred her pho. The idea of joining an investment group for women’s sports was intriguing. Shannon York, whom she had met several times as an athlete on the world stage, had always been a powerhouse. Jamie had recalled her to be kind, and if she was at the helm of this new venture, it had the potential to be significant. But it also came with a lot of weight—responsibility, commitment, and visibility—which gave her pause.

The last time she had been in any kind of spotlight, it felt like everything in her life had turned upside down.

She glanced across the table at Amanda, who was watching her closely, chopsticks poised halfway to her mouth. “What do you think?” Amanda asked.

The thought of stepping back into the spotlight sent a ripple of unease through her chest. It wasn’t the attention she feared—it was what it would mean for the life she was trying to build with Beth. Jamie chewed on her bottom lip for a moment, weighing her words. “I don’t know, Amanda. I mean, it sounds interesting. But you know how I’ve been—keeping things low-key and low-profile. Less pressure. I’m not sure I’m ready to jump into something that big.”

Amanda set her chopsticks down and leaned back in the booth, crossing her arms over her chest as she studied Jamie. “I get it,” she said, after a moment. “But I’m just saying, maybe you’re ready for more than you think you are.”

Jamie took a sip of the broth, feeling the warmth spread through her. “I don’t know,” she said quietly, setting the spoon back down. “It’s a lot. I mean . . .” She let her voice trail off as she considered the possibility. “I don’t know if I’m ready for all that—you know—the publicity again. You remember what it was like with the media.”

Amanda nodded as she listened. “I get that, Jamie, but I also know you. You’ve got this fire inside you, and you can’t hide it forever. At some point, you’re going to want to do more. Maybe this is your chance for that. And if it’s not, then it’s not, but I think you should at least think about it. And also, I hate to break it to you, babe, but you’re not even famous anymore. We’re old news.”

Jamie laughed. Still, Amanda had struck a chord in a way only she knew how. What if she was ready for more than she thought? What if, in the process of building a life with Beth, she could also create a career for herself?

“I’ll think about it,” Jamie said sincerely.

“Good,” Amanda said, grabbing another spring roll. “That’s all I’m asking.”

They ate in companionable silence for a while after that, the clatter of bowls and the soft hum of conversation filling the cozy space of the restaurant. The potential decision sat heavily on her mind, but at the same time, a quiet thrill was creeping in. Shannon York’s offer could be big—and who knows, it might even reignite the part of her that had once thrived on competition and ambition.

Jamie felt lighter and more at ease as she and Amanda exited the restaurant onto the busy street in Downtown Seattle.

“Are you trying to beat the storm out tomorrow?” Amanda asked, with concern in her eyes.

“Yeah. I’ll get on the road after Beth and I grab breakfast. I’ll call you when I’m back in Oregon, okay?”

“God, I’m going to miss you.” Amanda threw her arms around Jamie, and Jamie let her. “Thanks again for coming and helping me out the last few months.”

“I’ll be back in a few weeks. I think you’ll manage fine without me. But I should be thanking you, Amanda. You somehow managed to flip my entire life on its head, and now all the pieces are shaking out in all these ways I never thought possible. None of that would have happened if you hadn’t asked me to come and help out.”

“You’re right.” Amanda smiled. “I take full credit for your life. Once again, you would be nowhere without me.”

“You know, after twenty-five years of friendship, I’m starting to think you might be onto something.”

She said goodbye to Amanda with a hug and promised to really consider Shannon York’s offer before heading toward the ferry terminal.

The ferry terminal was mostly empty and quiet except for the occasional murmur of conversation or the shuffle of feet across the wet pavement. A fine drizzle fell steadily from the sky, misting the cold December air with a damp chill. Jamie pulled her coat tighter, the conversation with Amanda still echoing in her mind. Maybe she was ready for more. Things with Beth were good, in a way that made Jamie feel elated but still a little uneasy. They were moving slowly—by choice—but it was working for her.

She instinctively made her way to the upper deck as she boarded the ferry. The cold air was sharper here, the wind biting her cheeks, but it cleared her head. She leaned against the railing, watching the Seattle skyline twinkle as it disappeared. A year ago, the idea of letting herself be vulnerable with someone—especially someone like Beth—would have been laughable. But now? Now, she stood on a ferry, grinning like an idiot, thinking about how excited she was to see Beth’s smile tomorrow.

Her phone buzzed with a new text.

Amanda 10:04 PM


Here is Shannon’s contact info. I already texted her to let her know we talked. She said absolutely no pressure, but if you want to hear more about what she’s trying to do, give her a call.




Jamie tucked her phone away without replying.

She wanted to talk to Beth—to tell her about this opportunity, share her excitement with her. Beth had become the person she wanted to turn to for everything, whether she was happy, frustrated, or just needed to get something off her chest. She’d always had that with Amanda, but it felt different with Beth—intense in a different way—because she was someone Jamie was in love with. And that made every shared moment feel more profound, more meaningful.

In love. Those two words kept sneaking up on her, still catching her off guard every time they surfaced. It was a truth she hadn’t been able to shake since realizing it, but she hadn’t said a word to Beth. Not yet. It felt too soon, too big for where they were, too risky to put out there when everything was still so new. Could two people fall in love this fast? It seemed impossible. She’d decided to keep it to herself for now, to wait until she was absolutely sure before daring to tell Beth. Because once those words were out, there’d be no taking them back.

Jamie wrapped her fingers around the cold metal railing, leaning back slightly, closing her eyes. She inhaled deeply, the chilled air filling her lungs, before turning on her heel to head back inside the cabin.

And that’s when she saw her.

Beth stood at the far end of the deck, her back to Jamie, gazing at the dark waters. The soft glow of the ferry lights illuminated her silhouette, and Jamie’s heart stumbled in her chest. Beth’s long coat swayed in the breeze, but the glimmering fabric beneath caught Jamie’s eye—a dark, sparkly jumpsuit that hugged her body. The wind picked up the ends of Beth’s moonlit waves, making them dance. Jamie’s eyes lingered on the pale strands as they caught the silvery glow, shimmering like fine threads of spun starlight.

For a moment, she just watched, taking in the way Beth glowed in the moonlight. God, she was incredible. Her heart hammered in her chest as she closed the distance between them, each step quiet and deliberate. The cold air was forgotten, replaced by the warmth Beth exuded—the calm in Jamie’s storm.

Jamie’s voice was low, teasing, when she finally spoke. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you it’s dangerous to leave a woman this gorgeous unattended on a ferry?”

Beth turned, startled at first, but her face lit up as soon as she saw Jamie. Her lips stretched into a warm smile, making Jamie’s heart flip. “Jamie . . .” Beth breathed her name like it was a secret she’d been waiting to share. “I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

“I wasn’t expecting to see you either,” she replied, unable to tear her eyes away from Beth, her gaze dropping again to take in the shimmer of the jumpsuit. “But I’m not complaining. You look . . .” She let her voice trail off momentarily, savoring how Beth blushed. “Wow.”

Beth laughed softly, a quiet sound that seemed to cut through the cold air. “This old thing?” she teased, running a hand down the glittering fabric.

“I thought you had that gala with Sean tonight?” Jamie said, stepping closer, the playful smirk tugging at her lips again. Now she was close enough to catch the faint scent of Beth’s perfume, that warm and floral scent that sent her senses spiraling. She reached for Beth’s waist, her hand settling on the soft fabric of the coat. Her thumb brushed lightly against the fabric, her touch gentle but purposeful.

Beth’s lips curved into a teasing smile, her eyes sparkling with that same playful energy Jamie had first fallen for. “I did, but I snuck out early. I wasn’t in the mood tonight and, to be honest, I find those events so stuffy.”

“Hmmm,” Jamie responded, her eyes exploring Beth as she spoke. “And what exactly are you in the mood for tonight?” Her question was soft, unhurried, and full of hope that Beth wanted the same thing she did.

Beth’s breath hitched slightly at Jamie’s implication, eyes flicking to Jamie’s lips for a second before meeting her gaze again. “You,” she said, without an ounce of hesitation.

Unable to resist, Jamie reached out and gently tucked a soft, luminous tendril of hair behind Beth’s ear. Jamie’s hand lingered on Beth’s cheek, the cool night air making the warmth of her skin even more intoxicating. Beth leaned into Jamie’s touch instinctively, her cheek resting heavily in Jamie’s palm.

“So, are you going to just stand there, or are you going to kiss me?” she asked, and Jamie couldn’t ignore the longing in her eyes.

She didn’t need another invitation. In one smooth motion, Jamie closed the space between them, lips capturing Beth’s in a soft but warm kiss. The warmth of Beth’s mouth against hers sent a wave of electricity surging through Jamie’s body, and she felt herself sinking deeper into the kiss, letting everything else melt away.

The ferry, the wind, the cold—it all disappeared. There was only Beth, only the way her lips tasted faintly of wine and the way her hands grasped at Jamie’s shoulders, pulling her closer.

When they finally pulled apart, Jamie’s head was spinning. Beth’s lips were still parted slightly, her eyes half-lidded, and Jamie could tell she was equally speechless.

“Wow,” Beth whispered, her voice barely audible. She leaned her forehead against Jamie’s, and Jamie shivered at the feeling of her breath warm against her skin. “I think you might have me wrapped around your finger.”

Jamie’s grin widened as she let her hands rest on Beth’s waist, pulling her closer. “Good,” she whispered, “because I’m not letting you go.”

Beth’s fingers brushed lightly against the back of Jamie’s neck, sending a shiver down her spine that had nothing to do with the cold. They stood there for a moment, wrapped up in each other, letting the quiet of the ferry surround them. The gentle hum of the engine and the sound of the water lapping against the hull seemed distant, almost irrelevant compared to the warmth between their bodies.

Beth pulled back slightly, her eyes searching Jamie’s face. “Come home with me tonight,” she whispered, her voice full of quiet invitation.

Jamie’s heart raced, her pulse thrumming in her ears. There was no hesitation in her answer. “I’d love to.”

Beth’s smile was soft, almost shy, as she threaded her fingers through Jamie’s. They stood there for a moment longer, the ferry gliding across the water, carrying them both toward the island.

Back on land, Jamie followed Beth’s car closely, headlights cutting through dense winter fog rolling in the impending winter storm.

Her heart had been racing ever since Beth had caught her off guard with that kiss on the ferry—soft, electric, and filled with a promise that had her stomach twisting with desire.

She wanted Beth so badly. She could still feel the ghost of Beth’s lips against hers, and the warmth of her hand as she’d pulled her in. At Jamie’s own request, they had been taking things slow the last few weeks, and that meant a lot of restraint on her end. That restraint felt fragile, like it could snap at any moment.

It wasn’t only about the physical attraction—because, God, that was certainly there. It was about making sure that the physical attraction wasn’t clouding her emotions. It was about making sure it was truly safe to let her walls down. And, bit by bit, she had begun to trust that it was. It was in the way Beth made her feel secure and seen. Jamie had always been so good at building walls, at keeping people at arm’s length. But Beth—Beth had a way of slipping through the cracks.

Minutes later, she pulled into Beth’s driveway and killed the van’s engine. She watched as Beth stepped out of her car, the sparkling jumpsuit catching the faintest glimmers of the porch light, drawing Jamie’s eyes to her body.

She could feel the heat radiating between her thighs. Her own desire. It had been there for months now, bubbling just below the surface. But recently it had been harder and harder to resist, and it felt like each moment with Beth was now charged with a hunger they had been carefully stoking for weeks.

Jamie had never felt this sure, this balanced before in her life. Taking things slow had allowed her to find her footing, to settle into the rhythm of being with Beth, and now, it felt like all of that restraint had been building toward this moment. The anticipation hummed in her veins, her body already responding to the thought of what might happen next.

Jamie climbed out of the van and walked the short distance to where Beth stood on her front porch.

“You okay?” Beth’s words slipped into the quiet space like a caress.

Jamie turned her head and met Beth’s eyes. The soft, amber glow of the porch light highlighted the curve of Beth’s cheekbones, the slight flush on her skin, and the way her lips quirked into that teasing, sultry smile.

Jamie swallowed dryly. “Yeah,” she managed, her voice a little rough. “I’m more than okay.”

The way Beth looked at her, her gaze slow and deliberate, sent a shiver over Jamie. She felt exposed, laid bare by that look—like Beth could see everything she felt. Every unspoken thought. Every inch of want she was holding back.

And for what? Jamie didn’t feel like holding back anymore.

Beth leaned in, her hand brushing lightly against Jamie’s; the simple touch sent a bolt of heat straight through Jamie’s body, skin tingling where Beth’s fingers had just grazed her. “Come inside,” Beth murmured, warm breath ghosting across Jamie’s cheek, her lips so close Jamie could almost feel their softness.

Jamie’s stomach clenched, her heartbeat picking up as her body responded to the promise in Beth’s voice. She nodded, her throat tight.

Beth unlocked the door, and Jamie followed her inside. Her senses were on high alert as every sound and touch seemed amplified. The soft thud of the door closing behind them echoed in Jamie’s ears.

She barely had time to process before Beth turned, her body moving toward Jamie with a kind of effortless grace. She let her coat slip from her shoulders, hitting the floor with a soft thud, that glittering jumpsuit now entirely on display. It clung to Beth’s curves in a way that left little to the imagination between the tight fit and the plunging neckline. Jamie was in awe. She couldn’t stop her eyes from trailing down the line of Beth’s body, her throat drying at how the fabric shimmered and hugged her. She was stunning.

Beth’s fingers grazed Jamie’s forearm, and that slight contact sent a shock coursing through her. Her skin burned where Beth touched her, pulse roaring in her ears. Electricity surged through her as Beth stepped closer, her body pressing Jamie back against the wall with a soft but insistent pressure.

And that was it. Jamie’s heart raced as the wall she’d built around herself—the wall that had kept her safe and prevented her from letting anyone in—slowly crumbled, collapsing with every touch, every kiss.

Beth’s hand slid up her arm, brushing along her collarbone, her fingertips light as they traced the edge of her jaw. Beth’s touch was deliberate, and Jamie let out a groan, heat pooling low in her belly—so much heat.

Beth’s eyes darkened with that same intensity Jamie had seen earlier.

“You like what you see?” she asked, in that tone that would slowly be Jamie’s undoing.

Her hand cupped Jamie’s cheek, her thumb brushing her bottom lip, and Jamie held her breath.

She buzzed with anticipation, nodding ever so slightly, her mind whirling with desire and need as Beth leaned in, lips brushing lightly against Jamie’s, like she was testing the waters. The moment Jamie responded—tilting her head and deepening the kiss—the floodgate opened. Beth pressed into her, her lips moving against Jamie’s with a slow, deliberate intensity, making Jamie’s knees go weak in a way that was so god-damned cliché that she should have been embarrassed.

The taste of Beth—sweet, warm, and familiar—flooded Jamie’s senses, and she moaned softly into the kiss, her hands finding their way to Beth’s waist, pulling her closer. The warmth of her body against her own was intoxicating, her soft curves pressing into Jamie’s chest, and Jamie felt herself melting into the kiss, into Beth.

Beth’s fingers trailed fire in their wake as they tangled in her hair, tugging lightly at the roots. Jamie gasped, her body arching instinctively toward Beth, craving more contact, more of her. The kiss grew hungrier as Beth’s lips trailed along Jamie’s jaw, down her neck, and back up, the soft scrape of her teeth sending jolts of pleasure straight to the growing ache between her thighs.

“Then what are you waiting for?” she whispered, her breath warm against Jamie’s skin.

Her body was on fire, her pulse pounding in her ears, and she couldn’t think—couldn’t focus on anything but this moment, the way Beth’s lips tasted, the way her hands explored her body with a kind of deliberate, consuming passion.

“I want you,” Beth whispered between shallow breaths, her voice dripping with her own need. “Please don’t make me wait any longer.”

Those words gripped her. They had each waited so long for this. But it was the raw vulnerability in Beth’s voice that made her own chest ache with the weight of her feelings. This wasn’t about desire or lust, like that night at the gallery had been. This was about trust, about the connection they’d been building for weeks, for months now. For her, this was about love. Jamie knew how much she wanted this, and Beth—not just for tonight, but for every night.

Without a word, Jamie leaned in, capturing Beth’s lips again in a kiss that she hoped said everything she couldn’t quite find the words for. Her hands slid up Beth’s sides, feeling the warmth of her skin through the thin fabric of her jumpsuit. This kiss was deeper, more urgent, and she could feel the shared passion between them rise like a wave neither could stop, even if they wanted to.

Beth’s fingers fumbled with the hem of Jamie’s shirt, lifting it, and her skin burned where Beth’s hands touched her. Her mind was spinning, her body trembling with need, as they stumbled toward the bedroom.

This was what she wanted.

The back of her knees hit the mattress as she and Beth moved in a tangle of limbs. Her shirt, boots, and Beth’s heels had been discarded somewhere between the front door and the bedroom.

Her chest heaved as Beth pulled away, blue eyes dark with desire searching for any sign that she should stop. She wouldn’t find any.

“Do you know how many times I’ve thought about this?” Beth let out, her eyes fixed on Jamie’s. Soft, cool moonlight streamed into the room from skylights in the vaulted ceiling, reflecting every movement, and Jamie couldn’t help but hold her breath as Beth reached behind her neck, swiftly undoing the clasp holding her shimmering jumpsuit in place and shedding the garment in one swift movement.

If Jamie’s brain could string together a single comprehensive thought right now, she was positive it would be one long expletive of appreciation for Beth’s beauty. She was drenched in moonlight, her milky skin glowing, as she stood in front of Jamie completely bare except for a scant, lacy black thong. Beth didn’t move; she just watched Jamie watch her.

Jamie’s eyes traced a path down the curve of her neck, along her collarbone, continuing down over the lightly freckled skin and along the curve of her breasts, marveling at the way her nipples were already taut, ready for her. She tried to open her mouth to speak, but no words came out. Beth had left her absolutely, irrevocably speechless.

Taking her silence as an opportunity, Beth took a small step toward her, placing her hands lightly on Jamie’s shoulders and gently pushing her down so she could sit on the edge of the bed before stepping between Jamie’s legs and spreading them.

“I need you, Jamie.”

The slight raspiness to her voice made Jamie’s head spin from her own want as she wrapped her arms around Beth, hands reaching up her back before dragging her fingernails down over her shoulder blades. At the same time, she pressed a line of soft, open-mouthed kisses up her abdomen and over the swell of her breast before taking a hardened nipple in her mouth, swirling it with her tongue, savoring the feeling and the sound of Beth’s sharp inhale.

She glanced up in time to catch the way Beth’s eyelashes fluttered as she released a soft, guttural sound at the contact of Jamie’s tongue to delicate skin, and Beth sank her fingers into Jamie’s hair, massaging her scalp, holding her against her breast.

She needed Beth just as badly.

Jamie expertly pulled Beth on top of her, their bodies aligned in a delicious press of skin. With one fluid movement, Jamie flipped them, her forearm braced beside Beth’s head. She tucked a strand of blonde behind Beth’s ear and cradled her cheek.

“You have me,” she whispered, her eyes never leaving Beth’s. She wanted Beth to feel the sincerity in her voice. She had her. God, she had her so good. Jamie had never given herself to someone in the ways Beth got her. She wanted to drown in Beth, jump right in, and never come up for air.

A fire raged inside her as Beth’s arms snaked their way around her neck, pulling their mouths to each other, and for once, she didn’t care about being in control of what was happening. She wanted to let Beth consume her in any way she wanted to.

She let out a sigh as Beth’s nails grazed gently across her shoulders. At the same time, Beth thrust her hips up against Jamie’s thigh, her heat pulsating through the thin fabric of her underwear.

“You’re wearing far too many clothes,” she whined in Jamie’s ear, and the sensation of her breath against her already-sensitive skin sent another jolt of pleasure coursing through her.

“Then do something about it.”

Beth wrapped slender legs around her waist, and in a move that both shocked and impressed Jamie, she found herself lying on her back looking up at Beth, who was straddling her, looking down at her with a hunger in her eyes.

“I love these dimples.” Long, slender fingers brushed against Jamie’s cheek before her lips followed as Beth inched her way down Jamie’s body. Every precisely placed kiss sent waves of pleasure right to Jamie’s center, and her hips involuntarily ground up, desperate for any kind of pressure they could find.

A hint of a smirk tugged at the corners of Beth’s mouth as she unbuttoned Jamie’s jeans, pushing them down over her hips with her underwear. Jamie swiftly kicked them off to join the crumpled jumpsuit on the floor.

She thought she might feel self-conscious with Beth, but that thought was quickly proven untrue as she lay there, splayed out on Beth’s bed—bare for her, wanting her, needing her in ways she’d never needed before.

“I adore your body,” Beth murmured softly against Jamie’s skin, as her mouth continued to trace a delicate pattern down her abdomen.

“Beth, please.” She heard the whine fall from her own lips as Beth ran her fingers through her slick folds, sending a jolt of pleasure through her. “I need you right now.” Her words were lost in a groan as Beth slid two fingers inside of her, and that was it—whatever control she had been holding on to had completely left her.

She couldn’t think straight and didn’t know which way was up or down. All she could register was the sensation of Beth’s fingers inside of her as they curled against her walls. So good. It all felt so fucking amazing.

She had spent the last few months imagining what this moment would feel like, but nothing she had dreamed up could even come close to the reality of Beth between her knees, making her body writhe like this.

“God, Jamie,” Beth panted as she curled her fingers to where Jamie needed them most, her thumb brushing lightly over her clit. Jamie grabbed for fistfuls of the sheets, anything to ground her. “Do you have any idea how sexy you are?” A whimper escaped her as Beth pushed her fingers deeper.

“Oh fuck, oh fuck . . .” She was so close, so close. Every nerve in her body was alive, electrified by Beth.

“You’re so beautiful like this, spread across my bed, all for me.” The low whisper of her voice drove Jamie crazy as fingers curled and twisted just the way she craved, a wave of pleasure building with each ministration. “Absolutely perfect.”

Jamie grabbed out for any part of Beth she could reach, suddenly needing to feel her. Her hand found her toned bicep, feeling the muscle contract with her movements. “I—oh—” she gasped, swallowing her scream, trying to make this moment, these feelings, last forever. “—I’m, fuck. Please, I’m going to come,” she pleaded, as her hips jerked, body shaking and pulsating in waves around Beth’s fingers—every muscle in her body contracting before releasing.

She had no recollection of how long she lay beneath Beth, breathing heavily, trying to fill her lungs with air after being rendered breathless by her.

“That was . . .” she started. “I . . .”

Beth laughed softly as Jamie struggled to find her words in the cloud of her orgasm.

“Amazing?” Beth supplied, with a grin. “Incredible? Mind-blowingly good?”

“Worth the wait.”

She rolled onto her side as Beth crawled up next to her, and Jamie swiftly pulled her body in so they were pressed together.

“Are you kidding me with this smile?” Jamie felt the heat growing in her face as Beth cupped her cheeks, thumbs brushing over her blush before she placed soft kisses on her lips.

“Can you blame me, after that?” Jamie asked.

“Not one bit,” Beth said, smiling, then she nuzzled Jamie’s nose with her own.

Jamie lifted a hand to Beth’s cheek, her fingers moving with deliberate slowness as she traced the line of Beth’s jaw.

Her touch was gentle, savoring every inch as she followed the curve of Beth’s neck. She took her time, committing each detail to memory, and couldn’t help but grin when she felt Beth’s sharp inhale. Jamie’s fingers dipped lower, gliding over Beth’s shoulder and down to trace the delicate lines of her collarbone. Her hand continued its slow, teasing journey—across the valley between Beth’s breasts, lingering over the rise and fall of her belly before finally settling on the soft curve of her hip. She paused there momentarily, absorbing the quiet, charged intimacy between them.

Blue eyes bore into hers as she gently squeezed Beth’s hip, leaning in and capturing her lips before her hand slid between her thighs, cupping Beth gently. She bit down on Beth’s lip with a moan at the feeling of her damp arousal soaking through the underwear she was still wearing.

“You’re so fucking wet,” she murmured into fistfuls of her hair, as they rolled so, once again, Jamie was on top of Beth. She applied more pressure with her hand, using the fabric to tease at her clit.

“It’s all because of you.” The words fell from Beth’s lips in whispers, punctuated between her moans of pleasure as Jamie teased her, and she rocked her hips. “God, Jamie, you do this to me.”

Jamie nipped playfully below Beth’s right ear, her teeth grazing the sensitive skin as a soft gasp escaped Beth’s lips. From there, Jamie let herself slide slowly down Beth’s body, her hardened nipples brushing against Beth’s torso, drawing a shiver from both of them. Beth’s hands pressed gently but firmly against Jamie’s shoulders, guiding her lower, as Jamie’s fingers hooked through the edges of the black lace that still separated them. She peeled away the last barrier, her gaze flicking up to meet Beth’s.

Jamie moved with a deliberate slowness, savoring every inch of Beth’s body as her tongue traced a lazy path. Her movements were focused yet unhurried. She wanted to savor this, to map every curve and reaction. She had nothing but time in this moment, and Jamie had no intention of rushing. Tonight was about worship, and Beth was her altar.


SEVENTEEN
BETH


Beth woke to a series of buzzing sounds coming from her phone on the nightstand. Blinking her eyes slowly, she adjusted to the gray light of the morning. A soft tapping caught her attention—the smooth rhythm of freezing rain rattling against the window was a steady backdrop to the warmth cocooning her. For a moment, she let the bed pull her back toward sleep. Then she remembered.

Jamie.

She closed her eyes as last night flooded back—hot, breathless, perfect. A warm, pleasant ache settled through her. Beth shifted slightly, her body deliciously tender from all the ways she and Jamie had explored each other last night.

Jamie was lying on her stomach, dark curls tumbling across the pillow, still fast asleep. The sheet had slipped low, barely covering her hips, exposing her back to the pale morning light filtering through the ice coated window. Beth’s eyes trailed over the intricate patchwork of tattoos that decorated Jamie’s back. She hadn’t noticed the details of them last night.

Her fingers itched to trace the ink, but she didn’t want to wake Jamie. She looked so peaceful—the steady rise and fall of her torso calming in a way. Beth suddenly felt overcome by a sensation she hadn’t felt in years—that rush of affection she had been fighting—it was overwhelming. It was the feeling of falling in love. Jamie had wanted to take things slow, and here she was, jumping to falling in love after only a few weeks. It was way too soon for that. But it didn’t make her want it any less.

Her phone buzzed again on the nightstand, breaking the room’s quiet. Beth rolled over, reaching for it. It was a message from Lily—a series of photos showing a lineup of brightly colored ski jackets laid out. Beneath the pictures, Lily had written: Help me pick, Mom! I’m leaning toward the blue, but I’m not sure.

Beth smiled, instantly more awake now. She quickly replied with her top two picks—the deep teal and the bright bubblegum pink—and added, I’m team teal! But you’d look amazing in either.

After hitting send, she lingered on her phone, scrolling back through the recent thread of messages between them—pictures, silly voice memos, and I-love-yous. She sighed a long, deep breath, as a wave of gratitude washed over her. Things with Lily had been good lately—better than they had been in years. They were finally in a good place again, and she couldn’t help but wonder if that had to do in some part to Jamie’s presence in both of their lives.

It hadn’t happened all at once, and it certainly hadn’t been easy, but over the past few months, she and Lily had somehow found their footing with each other again.

Lily had grown up in ways that Beth couldn’t help but admire. She’d become more independent, more sure of herself, but there was also a softness that hadn’t been there before—a quiet resilience. And that strength wasn’t just Lily’s. Beth had felt it in herself, too. She was learning to let go, to trust that their life would play out in the ways it was meant to.

Her phone buzzed again, and Beth glanced at Lily’s reply: Teal it is! Thanks, Mama. Love you.

Those last two words hit her like a gentle balm, soothing the remnants of the ache she’d carried for so long. She typed back her reply and set the phone back on the nightstand, her attention turning to Jamie.

She couldn’t help but wonder how Jamie fit into all of this. Was Jamie even interested in having a relationship with Lily beyond what they already had? Beth added that thought to the list of things making her anxious.

Her fingers brushed against the sheet near Jamie’s hip, and for a moment, she thought about waking her up. But then Jamie stirred, her muscles shifting, her eyes blinking open, sleepy and soft. Beth froze, the questions retreating as she met Jamie’s gaze, letting the moment pass—again.

“Morning,” Jamie murmured, her voice still throaty from sleep, but a slow smile tugged at her lips.

“Morning,” she whispered back.

Jamie stretched, her body arching as she moved, and Beth watched how her muscles flexed beneath the ink. “Come here.” Jamie reached her arm out, pulling Beth toward her, draping her arm across Beth’s hip, placing a sweet kiss on the tip of her nose. “Sorry I slept so late,” Jamie said, her tone teasing and low. “Someone kept me up most of the night.”

“You didn’t seem to be complaining last night,” she teased back, her fingers tracing idle patterns down Jamie’s muscled arms.

Beth’s mind was still swirling with the things she wanted to ask, but she didn’t want to ruin this—didn’t want to risk pushing Jamie when things were so good. But still. She had told herself she was done with gray areas regarding relationships.

Jamie propped herself up on her elbow, eyes searching for what Beth wasn’t saying. “You okay? You’ve got that look.”

Beth swallowed, her fingers stilling against the sheet. That look. Of course Jamie would notice—she always did. There was no hiding anything from her.

For a brief moment, Beth considered telling her everything. The urge to blurt it out, to ask Jamie if they could define what they were, nearly overtook her. But then she saw the quiet contentment in Jamie’s eyes, and she couldn’t bring herself to disrupt it.

“I was thinking about you and me,” Beth finally said, a small smile tugging at her lips as she shifted the conversation away. “And how much I love this.”

Jamie’s lips curved into a smirk, clearly picking up on the pivot but not pushing it. “Yeah?” she asked, her voice teasing as she leaned in closer, her breath warm against Beth’s skin. “Anything specific?”

Beth let out a soft laugh, grateful for the change in direction. “Many, many specific things come to mind,” she murmured, her fingers brushing lightly over Jamie, tracing the lines of one of her tattoos.

Jamie’s smirk deepened, her eyes darkening slightly as her fingers grazed over Beth’s waist, pulling her closer. “Care to elaborate?”

Her body was already responding to the promise in Jamie’s voice. But before she could say anything, Beth caught sight of the window behind Jamie, the sound of freezing rain still rattling against the glass reminding her.

“The storm came earlier than expected. I don’t think you’re going anywhere just yet,” Beth said, in between soft kisses as she pushed Jamie’s soft curls away from her face.

Jamie’s eyes sparkled with playful mischief. “Was that your plan all along? Tire me out so you could trap me in this cozy little cocoon?”

Beth cupped Jamie’s cheek as she looked into her eyes. “Maybe. Why? Is it working?”

“You tell me,” Jamie hummed, her lips grazing the corner of Beth’s mouth.

After what felt like hours wrapped up in a tangle of sheets, they finally made it to the shower together. Warm water cascaded over them as Beth lathered soap across Jamie’s slick skin, savoring how their bodies fit perfectly between suds and stolen kisses. They lingered under the warm spray of water, hands freely exploring and mapping the landscape of the other’s body. She wanted as much of Jamie as she could have right now, because after Jamie left, she wasn’t sure when she’d get her like this again.

Stepping out of the shower, Beth grabbed two towels and handed one to Jamie as she let her eyes linger, drinking her in. She watched as water droplets traced the curves of Jamie’s defined musculature, rolling down in mesmerizing paths before disappearing as Jamie dried herself. The sight was captivating, each movement so natural yet effortlessly sensual. Beth could hardly breathe.

When her gaze finally lifted, she met Jamie’s eyes, that familiar cocky grin tugging at Jamie’s lips—the same grin that had caught her attention that very first night they met.

Her body hummed with the feeling of being with Jamie.

“I can’t believe I get to call you my girl—” The words escaped before Beth could stop them.

Shit! SHIT!

That was not what she had meant to say at all. Almost letting the word girlfriend slip unprompted like that? She hadn’t meant to say it, hadn’t meant to push. Shit.

Jamie’s grin widened, teasing. “Your what?”

“Fine,” Beth muttered, hanging her towel on the hook more forcefully than intended. She turned back toward Jamie, trying to ignore the panicked thudding in her chest. “I was going to say girlfriend.” Her voice wavered. “But I realize we haven’t had that conversation yet.”

The silence that followed felt suffocating. God, this was not how she wanted to have this conversation. Why couldn’t she just keep her thoughts inside her head? Her stomach twisted as she waited for a response, each second dragging out. She was preparing herself for the worst. For Jamie to end things right here and now.

When Jamie didn’t say anything immediately, Beth’s chest tightened even more. Her mind spun with a thousand scenarios, none of them good. She braved another glance at Jamie, who had been watching her the whole time.

“Do you want to have that conversation?” Jamie asked calmly.

Beth searched the reflection of her eyes in the mirror, trying to decipher the correct answer. Honestly, yes. She did want to have that conversation. But she didn’t want to push Jamie, especially after she’d expressed a desire to take things slowly. But she wished she knew what Jamie meant by slowly.

Jamie stepped behind Beth, slipping her arms around her middle and pulling Beth back against her as she stood on her tiptoes to rest her chin on her shoulder. She leaned back into her touch, sinking into the safety of Jamie’s arms.

“Okay,” she said slowly, turning so she was looking at Jamie rather than her reflection. “I’d like to have that conversation. How about over coffee? I’ll put a pot on?”

Jamie nodded and placed a quick kiss on her lips. “Great. I’ll be a few more minutes.” Jamie gestured to her wet hair. “Curly hair is a little high maintenance.”

Beth dressed quietly, the soft cotton of her sweater brushing against her skin as she padded toward the kitchen. Freezing rain continued to tap against the windows, steady and rhythmic, like a constant whisper from the storm. Outside, the rain turned everything to glass, shimmering and delicate. But inside, there was only warmth.

The coffee maker gurgled and sputtered, and a few moments later, the smell of coffee wafted through the kitchen. As she pulled down two mugs, one for her and one for Jamie, she couldn’t help but think about how much she liked that feeling. She glanced up at Jamie’s footsteps on the stairs in time to catch her make a little hop from the last stair.

“Coffee?” Beth slid a steaming mug across the counter. She grinned, noticing that Jamie had snagged one of her favorite oversized T-shirts to wear. Jamie could steal all of her T-shirts for all she cared.

“God, yes,” Jamie said, taking the mug from Beth and wandering over to the window, peering out at the storm. “Man, it’s nasty out. I guess I really am stuck here till it passes. Oh, darn.” She flashed a grin over her shoulder, her playful tone putting Beth at ease.

Jamie settled into the seat across from her, and Beth’s pulse quickened. She searched Jamie’s face for any signs of discomfort or hesitation, but where she expected to see some, she saw calmness and ease instead. Jamie took a slow sip from her mug, eyes meeting Beth’s over the mug’s rim.

“So,” Jamie started, setting her cup down with a soft thud. “Girlfriend, huh?”

The word rolled off Jamie’s lips with a teasing edge, but it hit Beth squarely in the chest. She tried to mentally will away the heat rising in her cheeks. The word felt so superficial and juvenile, but somehow it held everything she’d been aching for.

She chewed on the inside of her cheek, trying to gather her thoughts. “I don’t need a label, Jamie,” she said, careful but firm. “I just need to know what this is for you. I promised myself I was done with gray areas.”

There. She had laid it out in the open between them. Her fingers tightened around her mug as she watched Jamie’s expression shift, those deep brown eyes studying her. Beth tried desperately to read Jamie’s expression, to gauge what she might be thinking. Had she messed everything up? Was she pushing too hard, too soon?

Jamie’s brow furrowed as she cradled her mug, processing Beth’s words. “To me, this is serious. If we’re doing this, we’re doing it.” Her lips curved into a small smile, dimples showing. “I’ve never been known to half-ass anything.”

Okay—that surprised her. Of all the responses from Jamie, she hadn’t expected that. Maybe they were more on the same page than Beth thought.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m not looking for anything outside of this. It’s just you. I’m sorry if I led you to think otherwise.” Jamie’s eyes were soft and open, and Beth could feel their pull—the way she could get lost in them if she wasn’t careful.

She picked up her coffee mug, then set it down again, fingers tightening around the handle. She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it, glancing at Jamie. Finally, she took a deep breath.

“You don’t have anything to be sorry for, Jamie.”

“I do.” Jamie reached her hand across the counter, taking Beth’s in hers. “I could have been more straightforward with you about what I meant by slow.” She took a sip from her mug. “You’ve been so patient with me, more patient than I deserve.”

“We all deserve patience. But . . .” She cautiously glanced at Jamie before asking the question she had been wondering for weeks. “I guess I’m still unsure what slow means to you.”

Jamie took a long sip as she gathered her thoughts. “That’s fair,” she said, her mug clinking softly as she set it down on the counter. “I didn’t want to rush into anything physical and blur my feelings. I’ve never done this before—dated anyone. Never seriously. But I’m very serious about you.”

“But this whole thing between us started with us being physical,” Beth said softly.

“Exactly. And that made it really hard for me to pull apart my feelings for you and dissect what was tied to the night we met, and what was me starting to fall—” She paused, and Beth noted her abrupt pivot. “Me starting to feel like I wanted a relationship with you. Come on, Beth. You have this whole life—a career, a family, friends who adore you. Sometimes, I don’t know where I’d fit in.”

That caught her off guard. How could Jamie not see what felt so clear to her?

“I’m a washed-up athlete with health baggage and no career,” Jamie said, her voice soft. “Sometimes I wonder if I’m someone you could be proud to call yours.”

Beth felt her heart ache at Jamie’s words, a mixture of tenderness and frustration twisting inside her. She squeezed Jamie’s hand, wanting to erase her doubts and fears. How could Jamie not see herself the way Beth saw her?

“You’re already someone I’m proud of. Exactly as you are.”

Jamie’s eyes picked up the soft light revealing the insecurity that still clearly ran so deeply through her.

“I mean it,” Beth continued. “You might not see it, but you’re strong and resilient. You’ve built this life for yourself after everything you’ve been through and did it on your own terms. You didn’t let the past define you, and that’s—” She paused, gathering her words carefully. “That’s something I admire about you. It’s one of the things that made me fall for you in the first place.”

Jamie’s expression softened as Beth’s words sunk in. She opened her mouth, then hesitated, glancing down as though the intensity of Beth’s gaze was too much to bear. “It’s just—I’ve spent so long just me, you know? I got good at protecting myself. Telling myself I didn’t need anyone. And then you showed up, and it’s like you have this way of slipping through the cracks.”

She took a moment before responding, considering things. “I know you’ve gotten really good at protecting yourself, Jamie. You’ve had to. But with me, you don’t have to keep your guard up. I’m not here to hurt you or demand more than you’re ready for. I want to be someone you can lean on. And if that means going slow while you let me in, I can do that. I want you to know that you don’t have to do everything alone.” She reached across the counter, her fingers brushing against Jamie’s jaw, lifting her face so their eyes met again. “I can already tell you’re letting some of your walls down, but maybe it’s time to let a few more of them go, too.”

Jamie swallowed, looking to her for reassurance, for permission to believe that this was real.

“It’s okay to trust this, to trust me.” Beth shook her head. “I don’t need you to be perfect or have your whole life figured out. Honestly, I don’t have my life as figured out as you think I do. But for me, knowing we’re committed, having a label is like an anchor. It tells me that I don’t have to wonder if you’ll be here next month or next year. It gives me the peace of mind to lean in, to trust that I can build my life around this relationship and that I’m not going to be left wondering where I stand.” She paused, glancing down at their joined hands. “I’ve done ambiguous before, and it doesn’t work for me. I want to feel like I’m on solid ground with you.”

A silence settled between them, the weight of Beth’s words filling the space. Jamie’s hand tightened around Beth’s. She could feel the tension in Jamie’s fingers, the way she was clinging to this moment.

“But what if I can’t be what you need?” Jamie’s voice was hoarse, her vulnerability raw, exposed. “What if we go all in and it’s too much for me, or you, or—I don’t know, Beth.”

Beth’s heart broke a little, hearing the fear in Jamie’s voice, the way it trembled with uncertainty that went beyond their relationship. She could see now that this hesitation wasn’t about her—it was about Jamie’s past, the pain she’d endured, the battles she’d fought. And maybe the most brutal war of all was letting herself believe she deserved something good that would last.

“Jamie,” Beth said, her voice gentle but unwavering. “I know you’re scared. But isn’t that the risk with anything in life? The possibility of failing? You never know unless you let yourself go after what you want. I’m not asking you to be anyone other than who you are. I just want to know that you’re in this with me, that we want the same things.”

Jamie exhaled a long, shaky breath that seemed to carry everything she’d been holding in. She glanced down at their hands, her thumb brushing over Beth’s knuckles in a soft, almost absent-minded gesture.

“I’m in this,” she said finally. “I want this more than I’ve probably communicated to you. I just need a little time before I’m ready to label anything.”

“I can give you time, I’m not going anywhere.” She squeezed Jamie’s hand, letting her know she meant it.

Jamie’s shoulders relaxed a little, her fingers still intertwined with Beth’s, as if holding on to her was making all this easier. “Thank you,” she whispered graciously.

The trust in Jamie’s voice hit her. This was a tentative step forward, a willingness to let Beth in, even if only a little at a time.

“I know conversations like these aren’t that fun or sexy, but this is helping me understand you better. For me, I’m someone who likes commitment. I find a lot of comfort in labels.” She paused, searching Jamie’s face for any flicker of resistance, but Jamie’s expression stayed open, listening.

“The last few weeks, they’ve only confirmed my feelings. That the feelings I have for you are real—and strong. I’d love to be able to call you my girlfriend, one day, but that doesn’t have to be right now.” Beth’s voice faltered momentarily, and she glanced down at the mug, her fingers tracing the rim. “I feel kind of crazy even saying this because I know it’s only been a few weeks since our first date. But, honestly, it feels like we’ve been building toward this thing since our first night together, when we met back in September. And at first, I didn’t realize what was happening, but . . .” Beth’s gaze drifted to the window, remembering that night—how Jamie had seemed like a whirlwind, so different from anyone she’d ever known. “I felt a spark that night,” Beth said quietly, pulse fluttering. “I feel it every time I’m near you.”

Jamie was quiet for a beat, and Beth could see the gears turning in her mind and the careful way she processed her words. Her brow furrowed slightly, eyes cast down as she absently traced the edge of her coffee cup with her fingertip. Beth’s stomach tightened. The last time things had gotten serious over coffee, Jamie had bolted. Was she itching to run again now?

Jamie exhaled softly and looked up, her deep brown eyes locking onto Beth’s with an intensity that blanketed her in a sense of calm.

“I feel it, too,” Jamie started, her voice low but steady. “But I also think we still have a lot to talk about. There’s so much we’re still figuring out, and I don’t want to pretend we have it all worked out yet.”

Beth nodded, the knot of uncertainty coiled tightly inside her loosening. She appreciated Jamie’s honesty, even if some of her still longed for the security of having more clearly defined bounds. “I get that. I know this has all happened fast—faster than I expected. But every moment with you feels right.”

Jamie’s dark eyes searched hers, as if trying to see through her. “One day soon, I’d love to hear you call me your girlfriend. Because I’m so in this, Beth. For real. Promise me we’ll keep talking and figure things out as we go.”

One day soon. It was a promise—Jamie wasn’t pulling away; she wasn’t hesitating out of fear of the relationship. If anything, Jamie was leaning into it, but in her own thoughtful, cautious way. And that, Beth realized, was part of what made her fall so hard for Jamie in the first place. Her carefulness, her intentionality. She didn’t want to rush anything, not because she didn’t care, but because she cared so much.

Beth felt a warm smile spread across her face, a sense of lightness settling in her chest. “I promise,” she teased gently, her voice softer now, the tension of the morning fading. She could live with this for now—a mutual, label-free commitment—right now, that was enough for her.

Jamie’s eyes twinkled with that playful glint Beth had come to adore. “Good,” Jamie replied, squeezing her hand before standing up. “Now, how do you feel about pancakes? I’m starving. Someone had me working up quite the appetite last night.”

Beth laughed, the sound bubbling up naturally as she let go of the last bit of her earlier anxiety. “Pancakes sound perfect.”

They moved together, brushing shoulders and exchanging quiet smiles as they worked, each touch and glance reinforcing the comfort between them. Beth grabbed the mixing bowl from the cabinet while Jamie rummaged through the fridge for eggs and milk.

As they worked in tandem, the clinks of bowls and utensils blended with the soft hum of the storm outside. She stole a glance at Jamie—she had a streak of flour on her cheek, but that only sent a heat through her. It was a simple moment, domestic in its ease, but something about it made Beth’s chest swell with affection.

Eventually, the storm passed, leaving behind a world encased in ice. A few days later, the roads had cleared, and the ferry was running again, signaling that Jamie’s time on the island had ended—for now.

Beth stood by the window, watching Jamie pack the last of her things. The sun was weak, glinting off the icy branches like tiny diamonds. The world outside was still, in stark contrast to the swirl of emotions that coursed through her.

Her phone rang from its spot on the small table in the foyer as Jamie stepped back inside.

“It’s Lily,” Beth said, glancing at the screen.

Jamie smiled. “You take that. I’ve got a few more things to pack.” She leaned in to quickly kiss Beth’s cheek before heading upstairs.

Beth answered the call, walking into the kitchen. “Hi, love. How’s Grandma’s?”

“Hi, Mom! It’s been so fun! We went skiing yesterday—well, me, Mom, Logan, and Finn. Grandma hung out in the lodge with Aunt Molly and the baby. And guess what? We went to the Christmas market after, and I totally won a snowball fight against the boys!”

Beth laughed as she listened to Lily’s excited chatter. Jamie walked past, backpack slung over her shoulder, giving Beth a playful wink as she headed out to the van again. Beth blushed and waved her by as she continued talking to Lily.

“And I’m excited for our Christmas, too,” Lily added. “This has been fun, but I can’t wait for the gingerbread house contest. Maybe Jamie can judge this year? She gave me her number and said I could text her whenever.”

Beth paused, caught off guard by the way Lily had so effortlessly brought Jamie into their world—in to their traditions. She wasn’t entirely sure how to feel about it. On the one hand, Lily and Jamie already had a relationship through Jamie’s coaching of Lily over the last few months, and that had been such a positive bond for her daughter, but was Jamie ready for possibly more of a relationship with Lily beyond what they already had? Was that something she was even interested in?

“Did she now?” Beth said, her tone a little cautious.

“Yeah! She said I could text her anytime, not just about gymnastics. About anything,” Lily confirmed.

Jamie returned inside, brushing the cold from her jacket and sliding into the chair beside Beth.

“We’ll talk more about it soon, okay, love?”

“Fine. But I’m telling you, she said I could. Mama, I gotta go! The boys are attacking me with Nerf guns. Love you!” The line clicked dead with the sound of chaos in the background.

Beth set the phone down and turned on her stool to face Jamie. She rested her hands on Jamie’s thighs, rubbing gently.

“You didn’t tell me you gave Lily your number,” she said softly, her surprise evident in her tone.

Jamie’s face fell slightly. “Oh, yeah. Sorry, I probably should’ve asked first. I didn’t mean to overstep or anything. I just figured—I’m sorry.”

Beth cut her off with a kiss, the warmth of Jamie’s care for Lily hitting her in full force. It wasn’t about the phone number; it was about how naturally Jamie had woven herself into their lives, how easy it felt.

“What was that for?” Jamie asked, a small smile playing on her lips.

“Because you’re amazing,” Beth whispered, her voice filled with gratitude. “You didn’t overstep. I just wasn’t expecting Lily to bring you into our little traditions so naturally or easily. It caught me off guard. In a good way.”

Jamie leaned in to kiss Beth’s temple before pulling back. “I get it. She’s your world. And I’m looking forward to being a part of it. But I know she always comes first.”

Beth laughed softly. “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into. We take our gingerbread houses very seriously.”

“If she wants me to judge your gingerbread house contest, I’m in. Bring it on. I’m a tough judge.”

She pulled Jamie into another kiss. It was slower this time, softer. A kiss that said all the things she hadn’t found the words for yet, or at least she hoped it did.

“I hate to ruin the moment,” Jamie said, after they finally pulled apart, “but I need to get on the road to make the next ferry.” A glint of something—reluctance maybe—flashed across Jamie’s features, and Beth’s heart squeezed a little at the thought of Jamie leaving, even if it was only for a few weeks.

“I wish you didn’t have to go,” she murmured, wrapping her arms around Jamie’s waist.

“I know, but I’ll be back soon. We’ll keep talking, keep figuring things out.”

“We will,” she said softly, her fingers brushing Jamie’s cheek.

“I meant what I said. I’m in this, Beth. I just need a little time.”

“I trust you,” she whispered, as she held Jamie’s gaze, fingers tightening briefly, reluctant to let go.

“I trust you, too,” Jamie said, stepping back, eyes flicking between where she stood and the door. “I’ll call you when I get home,” she promised.

Beth watched Jamie’s van disappear down the icy road, a knot of sadness and anticipation coiling tightly in her chest. They’d see each other in a few weeks, but that didn’t help the feeling of already missing her after having Jamie all to herself the past few days. She wanted to believe that Jamie’s promise that she was “in this” was real, that patience would be enough to hold them steady. But at this point, only time would tell.


EIGHTEEN
JAMIE


Jamie had just finished her run. Skin still flushed from the cold evening air, she reveled in the steady rhythm of her footsteps on the pavement. Letting out a long breath, she felt that familiar post-run calm settle over her as she entered her house, kicked off her shoes, and headed to the kitchen. She was starving.

Her phone buzzed on the counter, drawing her attention. Picking it up, she saw Lily’s name and a text.

Lily 7:45 PM


ROUTINE EMERGENCY!!!!!! Can we FaceTime? Need help with now.




Jamie’s lips curled into a smile. Over the past few weeks, these messages from Lily had become a regular occurrence, and though Jamie hadn’t expected it, she found herself looking forward to them. There was something nice—surprising, even—about being needed by someone in the way Lily needed her. It tugged at a place she’d closed off.

She swiped to answer, and as she waited for the call to connect, Jamie ran a hand through her damp hair. This was new—being needed like this. She’d told herself a dozen times to keep things simple, offer advice, and move on, but it never worked that way. Much like Beth, Lily seemed to have that same knack for slipping past every defense Jamie put up, like she belonged there, nestled into the parts of Jamie that she usually kept guarded.

Lily’s face appeared on the screen. Her hair was pulled into a loose ponytail, cheeks flushed, and an overall chaotic nature to her today.

“Hey, kid! What’s the emergency?”

Lily pouted angrily, tucking a stray strand of familiar blonde, wavy hair behind her ear. Jamie felt a pang of affection she wasn’t quite prepared for.

“My entire beam routine, that’s what.”

“Well, I doubt that,” Jamie said, with a small laugh, tilting her head to get a better look at Lily. “Because I know I left you just a few weeks ago with a flawless beam routine.” She squinted at the screen. “Still at the gym? What did I tell you about overdoing it?”

Lily rolled her eyes but couldn’t hide the small smile tugging at her lips. “You told me not to.” She adjusted her phone to show the balance beam in the background. “I got Amanda to stay late with me tonight so I could get a little more practice in before this weekend. This classic is huge. I need to do well.”

Worry nagged Jamie at Lily’s words. She recognized that drive all too well—the relentless need to push further, to prove to yourself and maybe to everyone else watching, too. It had been her downfall more than once, and here she was, watching it play out again in Lily.

“I’ve got my dismount down, but things still feel a little off, you know? Here, watch.”

Jamie leaned forward, eyes narrowing as Lily demonstrated her dismount. Jamie’s eyes tracked every movement with the hyper-focus of someone who’d been there—who’d sacrificed to perfect these exact moments. Watching Lily was like looking in a mirror and seeing a younger, purer version of herself, untouched by the harsh realities that had come later. She wanted more than anything to protect Lily from that side of the sport. She wished someone had told her back then that it was okay to let go of the need for perfection.

Lily picked up the phone again, exasperation all over her features. Jamie’s heart tugged in response. She wanted to tell Lily she was perfect and didn’t need to push so hard, but she knew Lily wouldn’t hear it that way. She wasn’t used to this instinct to reassure and comfort. So, instead, she kept her tone light but steady.

“I think I know what’s going on.” Jamie spoke slowly, her voice serious. “Your routine isn’t the problem. It’s your headspace.”

Lily’s big blue eyes widened slightly, her shoulders relaxing almost like she’d been waiting for someone to see her like that. She knew what Lily was feeling—knowing that the technique was there but feeling like it was still off.

“How do you do that?” Lily asked softly. “You always know when my head’s not in a great place. Like that day in the gym where you taught me how to box.”

“Because I understand the pressure you’re under. Remember? I went through all of this, too. Talk to me, Gallagher, what’s going through your head?”

Lily chewed the inside of her cheek, and Jamie saw that familiar conflict flicker across her face—the same look she’d worn countless times herself, back when every performance felt like it might be her last shot at something that mattered.

“I keep thinking about everything I need to get perfect—the landing, the position, how I’ll look. And now it just feels like I’m forcing it.”

“Yeah, I know that feeling,” Jamie said, her tone soft. “It’s your first Classic as a Senior Elite gymnast. Feeling pressure is normal, but don’t let that mess with your head. If you’ve got the technique, the rest is breathing and letting go. And, trust me, I know you’ve got the technique, because I just spent the last three months with you working on it.”

She paused, watching Lily’s expression closely. She wanted Lily to feel proud of herself and free of self-doubt. But the funny thing was, she didn’t want it just for Lily’s sake—she wanted it because she cared about this kid, maybe more than she was ready to admit.

“You know, I used to get so caught up in what other people would think—whether they’d think I deserved to be out there or if I looked ‘perfect’ enough,” Jamie said. “But when I focused on being in it and having fun, that’s when I did my best. And you”—she pointed at the screen—“have done the work. Trust yourself.”

Lily’s lips curved into a smile. Jamie felt a surge of pride so fierce that it surprised her. She saw herself in Lily—the parts of herself she wished she could go back and protect. In a way, it was like healing a part of her she hadn’t known was broken.

“So, just let myself be in it. Right. Got it,” Lily said, nodding, her confidence returning bit by bit.

They shared a quiet moment, and Jamie marveled at the strange warmth in her chest. It was unsettling, feeling connected to Lily. She wasn’t supposed to get attached like this. She wasn’t supposed to want to guide or protect her. But she did. She wanted to be there in whatever way Lily needed, even if it meant stepping outside of the familiar role of coach and becoming something else entirely.

Lily’s voice pulled her back. “Can I ask you a kinda random question?”

“Sure. Shoot.”

Lily hesitated, glancing away. “I—well, I mean, you and my mom. You guys talk a lot, right?”

Jamie’s heart skipped a beat at the unexpected question, her thoughts stumbling over themselves. She and Beth agreed to keep things quiet, letting Lily focus on her training. But as Lily continued, Jamie felt a pang of worry. Was she doing the right thing? Would Lily be hurt if she found out they’d kept this from her?

“Uh, yeah, we do.” She tried to sound nonchalant. “She’s, you know, a great person to talk to.”

Jamie’s heart thudded in her chest, but she forced a smile. Lily didn’t seem entirely convinced, and Jamie suddenly worried she’d been too obvious. Play it cool, she reminded herself, feeling as if she were caught in a delicate dance, trying to be present for both Lily and Beth without crossing invisible lines.

Lily tossed her an eyeroll that even Jamie could read through the phone as Okay, weirdo. “Yeah, well, I think she really likes being your friend. She’s been—I don’t know—happier lately. Lots of off-key singing happening around the house.” Her eyes darted back to Jamie’s face, studying her. “I missed seeing that part of her.”

Jamie felt a strange tightness in her throat. She cleared it, struggling to keep her voice light. “She’s a great friend to have. And I tend to be very picky with my friends. Consider yourself lucky you made the cut.” Yeah, it was definitely time to steer the conversation to safer territory.

Lily’s smile grew, but she didn’t seem entirely convinced. “Thanks. I needed that,” she murmured, glancing away briefly before looking back. “I don’t know why, but . . . it feels good to have someone to talk to about all this stuff. My moms try to understand, but they don’t really get it, you know?” She paused, hesitant. “I wish you could come this weekend. I don’t feel so nervous when you’re around.”

Jamie felt the tightness in her chest grow, an unexpected swell of emotion that warmed and unsettled her. She’d never considered herself someone who could be a source of comfort, especially not to someone like Lily. It was one thing to care about Beth, to navigate that messy terrain with an adult who understood the complexities of love and vulnerability. But Lily . . . She was different. She was young, and she trusted Jamie in a precious and terrifying way.

“Any time, Lily. I mean that. Day or night, you call me,” Jamie said.

“Yeah, I know.”

Jamie felt the weight of everything settle around them, binding them in an unspoken way. She’d become a support for Lily—in a way she hadn’t expected to be. And, even though it scared her, a part of her wanted to hold onto it, to let herself be there for Lily in a way she never had for anyone else.

The clatter of the metal doors turned Lily’s attention away. “Mom’s here to pick me up. Actually, this is perfect timing. She can hold the phone so you can get a closer view of my dismount.”

“I thought we agreed it was perfect.”

“One more time, please?” Jamie rolled her eyes as Lily flipped the view, the camera jostling. After some back and forth, Beth’s face came into view.

“You’d think she thinks I don’t know how to use a phone,” Beth said, with a smirk, then softened her voice. “Hey, stranger.”

“Hey, you.” She tried quickly to conceal her pleasure at seeing Beth unexpectedly just in case Lily could still hear her.

“Mom, you need to stand closer,” Lily called, her voice muffled in the background.

“Okay.” Beth called, amused. “I should probably flip you around,” she murmured, with a smile.

“I’d be into that,” Jamie replied, her voice low, just for Beth.

The camera turned, and Jamie’s view shifted to Lily on the beam. She watched her run through the routine, flawless once again.

“It’s cute how focused you are,” Beth’s voice came through, reminding Jamie she was still watching her. Jamie smiled, feeling a rush of heat in her cheeks.

“I take providing feedback very seriously,” she murmured, as Lily stuck her landing and came running over.

“That felt great!” Lily beamed, practically bouncing. “You were totally right. I was getting in my head.”

“See? What did I tell you. Now, remember that this weekend. You’re going to do great.”

Beth leaned over Lily’s shoulder, and Jamie couldn’t help but notice how they looked so alike, down to each freckle and the way their eyes sparkled. A strange pang hit her, like she was staring at the life she’d once told herself she’d never have.

“Let’s let Jamie go, Lily. We need to get home,” Beth said, resting a hand on her daughter’s shoulder.

“Okay, fine.” Lily sighed. “Bye, Jamie!”

“Bye, Jamie!” Beth echoed, her eyes meeting Jamie’s with a hint of mischief.

Jamie waved as they ended the call, and as she sat there, her phone still in her hand, a faint smile lingered on her lips. She’d never thought of herself as someone who’d feel maternal, but now, maybe that was starting to change. She pulled her laptop to her and, within minutes, booked herself a round trip to Austin, Texas, for the weekend. She wanted to be there for Lily and realized nothing was stopping her.

Jamie felt a mix of exhilaration and fear as she confirmed the flight. She was crossing a line, wasn’t she? It wasn’t only about coaching Lily anymore—it was about being there, fully, without reservation. Maybe she didn’t know exactly what she was getting into, but she knew one thing: she didn’t want to hold back anymore. For Lily, and maybe for herself, she wanted to see this through.
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Excited chatter and the faint smell of popcorn swirled around Jamie as she navigated through the rows of seats in the crowded arena. A rush of adrenaline tingled in her veins, an echo of a feeling she hadn’t experienced in years—like she was the one about to compete. The last time she’d been in an arena like this was for her final competition, and the memories hit her all at once, sharp and a little sour. But today wasn’t about her. Today was about Lily.

Beth 10:17 AM


Sarah and I are settled in the section to the right of the judge’s table, about halfway down row G. Can you see us in the live feed?




Jamie couldn’t help the small laugh that escaped her as her fingers flew over the screen, typing a quick reply.

Jamie 10:18 AM


Got it. Let me zoom in a bit . . .




She took a steadying breath and started weaving through the aisles, following Beth’s directions. As she approached, her nerves ticked up and she hoped to God she wasn’t overstepping by being here. Today was just as much about showing up for Beth as it was for Lily.

Finally, Jamie spotted them. Beth was leaning forward, her blonde hair catching the arena lights as she scanned the floor below, hoping to glimpse Lily before the event started. Sarah was beside her, scrolling through her phone with a practiced calm that contrasted with Beth’s anxiety.

Jamie stopped just beside Beth and cleared her throat softly. Beth turned, and her eyes went wide. A flash of shock and then pure, unguarded joy lit up her face. For a moment, she stared, speechless. Then, as if it were a reflex she couldn’t control, she reached out, fingertips grazing Jamie’s arm as if to confirm she was real.

“Jamie? You’re here?” Beth’s voice was low as she scanned Jamie’s face, trying to make sense of how Jamie had come to be in front of her.

Jamie grinned, that warm rush flooding her senses in the way it always did around Beth. “Couldn’t miss this for Lily.” Her eyes glanced over to Sarah, who was still focused on her phone. “Or you.”

Beth’s mouth opened, but no words came. She looked at Jamie, then at her hand still resting on Jamie’s arm, and quickly pulled it back, cheeks coloring slightly. “You flew all the way out here?” she asked, disbelief attached to her question.

Jamie nodded, a little embarrassed but unable to stop smiling. “I booked the ticket right after I talked to you two the other night. It felt like the right thing to do.”

Before Beth could respond, another voice cut in.

“Jamie?” Sarah had looked up in surprise, and a quiet interest she could feel in the way Sarah’s eyes went from her to Beth and back. “What are you doing here?” Her tone wasn’t accusatory, simply curious.

Jamie offered a casual smile and shrugged lightly. “I came to see Lily’s big day. Wouldn’t miss it.”

Sarah looked at Beth, a silent question passing between them. “She surprised me, too. I had no idea she was coming,” Beth answered.

“Surprises all around.” Sarah’s tone—now amused, maybe even approving—made Jamie feel like she understood more than she was saying. “Here, I’ll scoot down.” Sarah stood and shifted over one seat, making room for Jamie.

Sarah gave Beth a brief, knowing smirk—one that Jamie didn’t miss. “Lily will be thrilled to see you. This will mean so much to her.”

Jamie sat beside Beth and felt Sarah’s eyes still on her, sharp and assessing. She tried to appear calm, keeping her attention on the athletes warming up, but Sarah’s gaze was like a subtle pressure searching for some confirmation of what she might already suspect. Jamie—no stranger to scrutiny—had spent most of her career under the critical eye of coaches and judges, but this felt different. This was personal.

Jamie’s hand inched closer to Beth’s on the armrest as the competitors began to warm up. She wanted to reach out, give her hand a reassuring squeeze and let Beth know she was there, but she forced herself to hold back, painfully aware of Sarah’s presence on Beth’s other side. For the time being, she would sit with the exquisite torture of feeling the warmth of Beth’s shoulder against hers. She could do this. She could totally do this.

They watched Lily’s warm-ups. From where Jamie sat, Lily looked good—like she was relaxed and centered. Amanda was whispering something to Lily about her dismount, and Jamie fought the urge to text Amanda what she would say if she were the one down on the floor with Lily today.

When Lily finally walked out onto the floor for her first routine, she felt Beth go completely still beside her, fingers gripping the edge of her seat. Jamie glanced at Beth, taking in the intensity of her expression—equal parts pride and fear. She reached out instinctively, her hand hovering for a moment before she stopped herself.

Lily mounted the beam, her face calm. As she began her routine, Jamie couldn’t help but notice how every time Lily executed a particularly challenging move, Beth’s eyes squeezed shut, her body tensing beside Jamie.

Unable to resist, Jamie leaned in, her voice low and soothing. “She’s got this. I wouldn’t have set her up with anything she couldn’t handle. I promise.”

Beth opened her eyes, meeting Jamie’s, and managed a faint, grateful smile. “I know,” she murmured. “It’s just—it’s hard to watch sometimes.”

Sarah let laughed fondly from the other side of Beth. “She’s always been like this,” she said, nudging Beth’s arm. “Lily could be doing a simple cartwheel and Beth would still be holding her breath. I swear, she’s never had the stomach for sports.”

“Hey, that’s our baby girl out there!” Beth protested. “And she’s throwing herself through the air, flipping and spinning all sorts of ways.” She waved her hands around.

Jamie felt a pang in her chest as she watched the way Beth and Sarah shared a brief, understanding look that came only from years of deeply knowing each other. Jamie admired it—envied it, even. She couldn’t help but wonder where she would fit into that unspoken dance choregraphed on shared history, but sitting here beside them, she felt oddly included, as if she were being allowed a glimpse into the life they’d built around Lily.

She glanced around the arena at the other parents leaning forward in their seats, holding their breaths, some clutching each other’s hands in shared anxiety. It hit her in that moment how much was at stake for everyone here—not only for the athletes, but for the families who had supported them. This was a new perspective for Jamie; she saw the competition not through an athlete’s eyes but through a family member’s, making everything feel different. Heavier. More real.

When Lily stuck her landing, the crowd erupted into applause. Jamie’s hands shot up, clapping enthusiastically alongside Beth and Sarah, both of whom were beaming. Beth’s eyes shone, pride radiating from her, and Jamie felt a lump in her throat as she watched her.

She wanted to reach out, wrap her arms around Beth and whisper how incredible her daughter was, but she held back, acutely aware of Sarah’s presence and the complexity of this moment. Instead, she turned back to the arena, clapping as hard as possible, hoping Beth could somehow feel her support without words.

Once Lily finished the rest of her events, scoring high across the board, the three of them made their way through the crowd toward the athletes’ area. They finally spotted Lily, who was practically bouncing with excitement, her face flushed and glowing. Her eyes went wide with surprise as soon as they landed on Jamie.

“Oh my God! You’re here! You came!” Lily rushed at her, throwing her arms around Jamie in a tight hug. Jamie laughed, wrapping her arms around Lily and squeezing her back, holding her close.

“Of course I did. I wasn’t going to miss this! You crushed it out there. You should be so proud of yourself.”

Lily’s smile was full of that post-routine glow. She turned to Beth, beaming. “Mama, did you know she was coming?”

Beth shook her head, still looking a little stunned. “Nope. Total surprise to us, too.”

Just then, Amanda joined them, her gaze flicking between Jamie and Lily. She gave Jamie a smug grin before turning to Lily. “Alright, the celebration’s over. I want you to rest for the evening, got it? Big day tomorrow.”

Lily rolled her eyes but grinned. “Yes, coach.”

“Don’t worry, Amanda,” Sarah jumped in. “Lily and I have the perfect evening plans. Room service, movies, and resting.”

Lily laughed, still buzzing with energy. With a final squeeze, she stepped back from Jamie, her eyes sparkling excitedly. “Thanks for being here, Jamie. Seriously.”

Jamie’s chest tightened, and she managed a soft smile, reaching out to squeeze Lily’s shoulder. “Any time, kid. Now, go rest up. I’ll be here tomorrow to cheer you on.”

With one last grin, Lily followed Sarah, who threw Jamie a brief, approving nod before guiding her daughter toward the exit.

“Can I steal Jamie for a minute, Beth?” Amanda asked sweetly, but Jamie knew her best friend better than that.

“Of course. I’m going to go see if they are still selling those T-shirts for the Classic. Meet you back here?”

“You got it,” Jamie said, but once Beth was out of earshot, she rounded on Amanda. “What?”

“Don’t what me, babe.” Amanda punched her in the arm softly. “What are you doing here? You didn’t even tell me you were coming.”

“I came to support Lily.” She smirked. “And Beth.”

“Never pictured you as the romantic type,” Amanda deadpanned.

Jamie smiled. “Why is that so hard for you to believe?”

“Well, you’d better keep an eye out. Kendall is here.”

Jamie had known when she bought her ticket that she’d likely see Kendall here today, and that was a factor she had weighed in her decision. It was time for her to stop hiding from her past and face it, even if that meant seeing people from her old life. She couldn’t keep running from her past decisions. She was tired of running.

As soon as she had arrived at the arena, she’d spotted Kendall. Her signature platinum-blonde ponytail had always been easy to pick out of a crowd, and that hadn’t changed with time and distance.

“I know,” Jamie said slowly, choosing her words. “But, so what? All that’s in the past, right? I’m trying this new thing where I face stuff head-on. So, I figured if I ran into Kendall today, how bad could it be?”

“I’d say pretty bad, Lyons.” A cool voice rang out from behind her.

Of course.

She knew that voice before she even turned around, and when she did, she found herself face-to-face with Kendall Varner.

“Hey, Kenni.” The greeting rolled off her tongue automatically because she had said it so many times before. Jamie was surprised at how easily it came rushing back.

Kendall didn’t say anything; she stared at Jamie like she couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing, and Jamie couldn’t blame her. It had been over seven years since they had seen or talked to each other.

“Kendall, hey,” Amanda said, her eyes darting from Kendall to Jamie. “It’s good to see you. Your girls did really well today. Excited to see how everyone does tomorrow.”

It was only then that Kendall shifted her attention to Amanda, and her whole demeanor changed, the icy facade she’d greeted Jamie with melting away.

“I was coming to tell you how polished Lily was today. I knew you’d be able to get through to her.” Jamie said nothing as Kendall shot her a glare between hurt and disgust. “I’m glad I recommended her to work with you.”

“Thanks. Lily’s been so determined, and Jamie has been working really closely with her,” Amanda said, as she glanced between the two of them before clearing her throat awkwardly. “I’ll just—uh, give you two a minute.”

“No,” Jamie said quickly. She didn’t want Amanda to leave, but it was too late. Amanda gave her a pointed good luck look before walking away, leaving Jamie and Kendall standing in the middle of the crowded arena hallway. People pushed past them, making their way out of the venue, oblivious to the emotional minefield unfolding.

Jamie finally met Kendall’s eyes, steady and guarded, and said, “You don’t have to do that.”

“Do what?” Kendall crossed her arms, her tone sharp, brow furrowed in a way that accentuated a small scar on her forehead just above her left eyebrow.

“Look at me like I’m some kind of—” Jamie paused, searching for the right words. “Like I’m someone you never knew.”

Kendall’s lips tightened into a thin line. “Did I ever really even know you, Jamie? You disappeared—vanished. Wouldn’t answer any of my calls or emails or texts. What am I supposed to do? Pretend that didn’t happen?”

Jamie inhaled slowly, forcing herself to stay calm. She’d known this was coming. She’d thought about this exact moment a thousand times—what Kendall would say, what Jamie would say if they ever had this chance—but now, standing here, none of it seemed to fit.

“I didn’t vanish,” Jamie said quietly. “I—” She faltered, struggling to find the words to explain.

“What? You what?” Kendall pressed, her voice dropping lower but losing none of its edge. “You didn’t even say goodbye. You told me you were in love with me, and then poof—gone. Like I didn’t matter to you at all. You were my best friend, Jamie.”

“You did matter,” Jamie shot back, the words coming faster than she intended. “You mattered too much. That’s why I couldn’t tell you.”

Kendall stared at her for a moment, caught off guard. “Too much?”

Jamie sighed, running a hand through her hair. “Yeah. Too much. You were everything to me back then. And when I told you how I felt, and you said you didn’t feel the same . . .” She stopped, shaking her head as embarrassment welled inside her. She took a deep breath. “I couldn’t be around you and pretend I was fine. I didn’t know how to be your friend and not be in love with you.” Jamie’s voice cracked. She knew she should tell Kendall about the cancer—about everything—but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. “And things got complicated.”

Kendall shifted on her feet, her arms uncrossing as she absorbed Jamie’s words. “Complicated how?”

Jamie hesitated again, debating how much to tell Kendall about what happened in the weeks and months after their falling out—about the cancer, the long months of recovery, the endless cycle of feeling like she was barely surviving.

“Just life stuff,” Jamie finally said, her voice soft. “Stuff I wasn’t ready to deal with back then.”

Kendall frowned, studying her. For a moment, neither of them spoke. The sounds of the arena hummed around them—laughter, footsteps, the distant echo of someone calling a name—but it all felt muted, like they were caught in their own isolated bubble.

“Life stuff,” Kendall repeated. She shook her head, but there was no malice this time, only confusion. “You always did keep everything to yourself.”

Jamie gave a half smile. “Yeah. Old habits.”

Kendall sighed, rubbing the back of her neck. “I’m not going to lie—I was so angry at you for a long time. You were my best friend, Jamie. I didn’t know what to do after you left. I thought things would be weird for a little while after you told me you were in love with me and I didn’t feel the same, but I figured we’d talk and work it out like we always did. But then you just left out of nowhere. Not only did I lose you as a friend, but I lost Amanda, too. We were never the same after.”

“I know,” Jamie said softly. “And I’m sorry. For leaving like that. You didn’t deserve it.”

“You’re right. I didn’t.”

The two stood there for a moment in silence, the dust of the past finally settling without suffocating.

“I’m not the same person I was back then,” Jamie said, after a moment.

“Good. Back then, you were kind of a jerk,” Kendall replied, but a hint of a smile cracked at the corner of her mouth.

“I kind of was, wasn’t I?” Jamie sighed, and relief washed over her.

Maybe this wasn’t about fixing the past. Maybe it was about acknowledging it and moving forward.

Kendall glanced around the arena, then back to Jamie. “Are you sticking around for the rest of the meet tomorrow?”

“Yeah,” Jamie said. “I’ll be here.”

“Okay.” Kendall hesitated. “Good. It’s good to see you, Jamie.”

“You too,” Jamie said, and she meant it.

Kendall gave her one last look before turning and walking away, disappearing into the crowd.

Jamie let out a long breath as her shoulders dropped, finally easing. Amanda reappeared a moment later, eyebrow raised. “Well? How’d it go?”

“Oh, now you conveniently reappear. Thanks for hanging me out to dry.”

Amanda grinned. “Years of practice in conflict mediation between you and Kendall prepared me for this moment. But, seriously, are you okay?”

“I’m okay. Honestly, that went better than expected,” Jamie admitted.

“See? Facing things head-on isn’t so bad.”

Jamie rolled her eyes, grinning as she spotted Beth moving through the crowd, blonde waves catching in the overhead lights. Jamie felt herself settle into the warmth of the gravitational force that Beth seemed to have on her.

“Find your T-shirt?” Jamie asked, as Beth approached, slipping back into her spot beside her like she belonged there.

Beth held up a plastic bag, grinning. “Got one for me and Lily, though I think she might roll her eyes at the idea of us matching.”

Jamie smiled. “I bet she’ll secretly love it.”

Amanda, unusually quiet for the last few moments, smirked and leaned in toward the two of them. “Well, I’ve never been a fan of third-wheeling, so I’m going to see myself out now. See you two tomorrow.”

As Amanda left, Jamie turned to Beth, who watched her with an expression she couldn’t quite read. There was gratitude in Beth’s eyes, accompanied by depth she hadn’t experienced before.

Beth finally broke the silence. “Thank you. For coming all this way. For everything.”

Jamie looked at her, and for a moment, the whole world seemed to narrow to the two of them standing there amid the fading crowd. She wanted to tell Beth how much this—being here, being part of it all—meant to her. But all she managed was a quiet, heartfelt, “I wouldn’t have missed it for anything.”

Beth’s lips curved into a gentle smile, eyes bright. “Well,” she said. “Since we’re in Austin, it’d be a crime not to have barbecue. Want to go find a quiet place for dinner?”

“I believe I promised you a date where I’d take you to dinner and tell you all my secrets. Is that still something you’re up for?”

“I think it depends on the secrets.”

Jamie laughed at that. “I promise we’ve already covered the big stuff.”

“Well, in that case, absolutely.”

Warmth flooded through Jamie as she nodded and fell into step beside Beth, the two of them walking out of the arena together, side by side, like they’d done this a hundred times before.


NINETEEN
BETH


The morning was still dark when Beth eased her car into the empty parking lot at PGTC. She glanced over at Lily in the passenger seat, whose eyes were heavy-lidded.

“Are you sure you don’t want to catch a little more sleep before practice?” Beth asked, stifling a yawn of her own. “You’ve been working so hard, love. I’m sure Amanda would understand.” Her concern that Lily might be pushing herself too hard still slid through in her tone.

Lily flashed her a tired smirk, already shaking her head. “Nah. I’ll be fine, Mom. Besides, Amanda promised she’d help me nail that new combo. If I want to do as well as I did in Austin at my competition in March, I need to put in as much work as possible to perfect my routines.”

Beth smiled at her daughter’s enthusiasm. The old familiar pang hit her—a mix of pride and protectiveness layered with a strange gratitude. After all those years of tension, this was where she and Lily were now. Lily was thriving, and their relationship had never been better. That made everything worth it. She gave Lily’s arm a gentle squeeze. “Promise me you’ll listen to your body, love. Don’t push too hard.”

“I won’t,” Lily answered, her eyes sincere.

Lily leaned across the console and pulled Beth into a hug, surprising Beth before she sunk into her daughter’s embrace. Lily had come so far in the last year and had grown up so much, and Beth couldn’t be more proud of the force of nature Lily was becoming.

“Love you, Mom.” Lily pulled back, slipped out of the car, and quickly hurried toward the large metal doors. Beth watched Lily enter the gym, giving her one last wave before she turned the car around.

The roads were quiet as she drove home, dawn starting to brush the sky with hints of pink and gray that came with dreary February mornings. She felt that familiar pull, a nudge deep inside her that she’d learned to recognize as her creative spark waking up. Today felt like a painting day.

When Beth got back to her studio, she slipped her earbuds in and picked up her paintbrush, diving headfirst into the commission piece for one of Sean’s clients. She worked diligently, methodically splashing misty green and agreeable gray brushstrokes onto the canvas. It was a nice break from her usual style, but she couldn’t help the desire to find her next big project. But for now, commissions paid the bills.

She honed her focus on the painting in front of her, and the world narrowed to her and the canvas. Brushstrokes came easily today. Now that she was thinking about it, they had been coming easily for a few months, and she knew exactly why. She pulled her attention away from that thought and instead let her mind fall into that peaceful rhythm where everything faded away except the canvas and the colors before her.

But Jamie slipped in anyway.

Her thoughts drifted to the feeling of Jamie’s arms around her, the warmth of her embrace. She could picture her vividly—the way she laughed with her whole body when Beth said something amusing, or the subtle, self-assured smirk that curved her lips when she knew she was being effortlessly charming. Beth loved how Jamie sent her photos throughout the day, offering a glimpse into the quiet corners of her world, even when they were miles apart. She even saw it in her interactions with Lily and how Jamie had helped her change how she supports Lily’s dreams.

Jamie had woven herself so seamlessly into Beth’s life that it felt strange to remember a time without her. Their lives were intertwined in ways that felt inevitable, and Beth loved how that felt—steady, grounded, and theirs. She wondered, Is this what it’s like to fall in love as an adult?

The only other time she’d fallen in love, she’d been eighteen, too young to know herself, too inexperienced to understand what it meant to build a life with someone. But this? This felt like more than love—it felt like growth.

Jamie filled spaces Beth hadn’t even known were empty, leaving her with what she had felt would always elude her—the feeling of having it all. It was like a secret that everyone else had unlocked but that she’d believed she’d never get to discover for herself.

Austin was like taking a giant leap forward. Slowly, more of Jamie’s walls had come down. At dinner that night, she remembered how Jamie had been so honest with her about her past, as Jamie told her about Kendall and their friendship and how the lines had blurred for her. She opened up about her experience as a closeted athlete and how isolating that had felt as she carried that secret along with the secret of her cancer diagnosis.

“I’m done with all the secrets, Beth,” she’d said, as she sipped from her beer. “I don’t want any more of them.”

That thought had eaten at Beth in the few weeks since their trip. And she knew exactly why. Her phone chimed, breaking her thoughts.

Jamie 11:23 AM


Hey, you! I hope you’re having a good day. I’ve got some exciting news I can’t wait to share. I’m wrapping up a few things, but I’ll call you in a little if you’re free.




Beth 11:24 AM


I’d love that. I’m home and just painting, so call whenever.




Exciting news, Jamie had said. She wondered what it could be. Beth sighed as she studied the next blank canvas. Secrets. The word echoed in her head. Jamie didn’t want any more secrets, but she was still one to the people Beth cared about most—her family.

She picked up her paintbrush again, but her focus was scattered. It was time. Time to tell Sarah about her and Jamie. She had thought that thought alone would fill her with dread, but no, she felt rooted in her decision.

Sarah will understand, she told herself. They’d made a promise, after everything they’d been through over the years—to respect each other’s happiness, whatever form it took. She could trust that, couldn’t she? She hoped she could.

This will be fine, she thought as she swept her brush across the canvas in a long, fluid move, the bristles splaying out in all directions. Sarah will be happy for me. She wants me to be happy.

The phone buzzed again, pulling her back. Beth picked it up, a grin already pulling at her lips.

“Hey!” she answered, trying to keep the excitement out of her voice but not quite succeeding.

“Hey yourself.” Jamie’s voice was warm and familiar, and she practically melted into it. “What’re you up to?”

“Finishing up the last of the commissioned pieces for that new research center downtown. Dropped Lily off early at the gym, so I figured I’d make the most of a quiet morning.”

“Sounds productive. Is now a good time? I don’t want to interrupt your creative flow.” Beth found herself momentarily taken aback by Jamie’s thoughtfulness. “I do have some pretty exciting news, though,” she coaxed.

Okay, her curiosity was definitely piqued. “Now’s a great time. I’m all ears.”

“You know how I’ve been chatting with Shannon York about that venture company she’s starting, right? The one geared toward investing in women’s sports and amplifying female athlete’s stories?”

“Yeah,” Beth said, the conversation coming back to her. “Last you mentioned, you were intrigued but hesitant.”

“Exactly. I’ve been giving it a lot of thought, and the more I think about it, the more excited I feel about the work and the opportunity. I met with Shannon this morning and told her I’m all in on Empwr Ventures,” Jamie said, her tone nearly bubbling over as she continued. “You’re talking to the soon-to-be head of the Athlete Ventures Program.” Jamie paused for dramatic effect.

Beth could hear the eagerness fused to her every word, and she couldn’t help but give into the swell of pride she felt for Jamie. At nearly every turn they’d faced in their time together, albeit short, Jamie had actively taken steps toward a shared life with her. And Beth still felt the need to pinch herself, to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. Three months ago, Jamie had stood in her living room so full of fear, so closed off to the idea of the future, and it broke her heart.

But then Beth had seen the tiny flicker within Jamie, that part of her that wanted something other than a life of fear, and Beth couldn’t help but want to nurture that part of her.

“That sounds very official. What exactly does the head of the Athlete Ventures Program at Empwr Ventures do?”

“Not a clue,” Jamie quipped. “I’m still working with Shannon to flesh that out. However, I would be focusing on the branch of Empwr that would help professional athletes navigate career transitions. And a big part of that would be leading the Empwr program that invests in female-athlete-led businesses.”

“Wait, investing? I thought you were going to do more, like, spokesperson work?”

She could hear Jamie’s smile in her voice. “I’m more than a pretty face, Beth. It’s time I put my MBA to good use.”

“How did I not know you have an MBA?” Beth mused, racking her brain for some snippet of a conversation where Jamie might have mentioned this detail.

“There’s a lot you still don’t know about me.” Jamie’s playful words drifted through the phone. “But don’t worry, we have all the time in the world to keep getting to know each other.”

All the time in the world. That sentence settled on Beth comfortably.

“There’s one kind of big thing, though,” Jamie continued. Beth could tell she was pausing for dramatic effect. “Shannon got traded to Puget Sound Pride. So, instead of Portland being the headquarters, Empwr Ventures will be based in Seattle. I’m considering renting out my place in Oregon and moving up there to make things easier for the launch. You know—less travel, more stability, and the opportunity to be a little closer to this beautiful artist I happen to be seeing . . .”

Her cheeks flushed at the thought of Jamie being nearby again. A mix of excitement and nervousness welled up in her. If this was exactly what she had wanted—to have Jamie closer—why was she feeling like that same want suddenly had the power to upend everything they’d worked for? But her excitement was stronger. She tried to keep it hidden but failed as it spilled over her words. “Wow, you weren’t kidding! This is huge news. What made you decide to go for it?”

Jamie hesitated, and Beth could hear the smile in her voice when she answered. “Honestly? A lot of reasons. Mainly trying to get back to living life again. I’ve got so many things I want to accomplish and do, and I’m not going to lie, being closer to you and Lily was also a big draw.”

Jamie’s words sent a warm glow through Beth, as steady and sure as anything she’d ever felt. Jamie was willing to make this move, to build a life near her, and that meant more than she could put into words.

“You’ve really helped open my eyes to how much I’d let my life shrink.” Jamie continued. “I used to have this fire inside me—you know, that nothing can stop me feeling—and I’ve felt that spark coming back because of you. You helped me remember who I am.”

Beth’s cheeks burned, and she was glad Jamie wasn’t there at that moment to see how much she was blushing. “That fire was always there, Jamie. I saw it the night we met. I just fanned the flame a little.”

Jamie stayed quiet before speaking again with a softness in her voice. “Well, whatever you did, I love it.”

The words were on the tip of Beth’s tongue, ready to be spoken.

I love you.

But she caught herself. No. Those three little words were not something she wanted to say for the first time over the phone. She had other plans.

“I’m happy to be of service,” she joked, cringing at her horrible attempt at covering up what she had almost let slip. But Jamie’s low laugh quickly dissolved that feeling. “I’m really, really excited for you, Jamie,” she said softly.

“I had a feeling you might be. Everything with Empwr Ventures is still all really new, but I wanted to tell you first.”

At those words, Beth slid onto a nearby stool. Jamie was putting her first. Beth felt lighter, the guilt and hesitation melting away, replaced by the certainty that this was the real thing. She didn’t know how many more signs she needed, but the universe seemed committed to sending them her way.

“But enough about me. How are you?” Jamie asked.

“I think we should tell Sarah about us,” she blurted out, without warning. There was silence on the other end of the line, and Beth held her breath, waiting for Jamie to speak.

“You do?” Jamie’s tone was cautious but not dismissive.

“I do. In Austin, you said you were done with secrets, and I don’t want to keep you a secret from my family anymore. Well, at least not from Sarah. We can figure out how and when to tell Lily, but that doesn’t need to be figured out today⁠—”

“Beth, you’re rambling.” Jamie cut her off, but Beth could hear the smile in her voice. “Okay. Let’s tell Sarah. Do you want to do it together? Or . . .”

“I think it’ll be best if it’s just a conversation between her and me.” More silence met her.

Finally, Jamie said, “Okay. I guess we’re doing this, then.”

“I guess so.” Beth beamed, and when they finally hung up, she stared at her phone, a heat settling deep in her as she replayed their conversation.

Jamie was making space for Beth in her life—real, tangible space. If Jamie could take that step, Beth could do the same. She’d talk to Sarah this week, be honest about her relationship with Jamie, and trust that Sarah would understand.

The rest of the week passed in a blur, and Friday’s family dinner came quickly. The ease of the evening settled around Beth as she sat across from Sarah, a glass of red wine in her hand. The three of them—Beth, Sarah, and Lily—had shared a genuinely good night. It had been effortless, one of those rare evenings when the past and all its complications faded away, leaving only a comfortable feeling in its wake.

Dinner was filled with laughter, and things felt normal between all three of them. Lily had been exceptionally bubbly this evening, rapidly recounting every detail of her latest gymnastics practice with an enthusiasm that left Beth and Sarah with big smiles. Beth marveled at how Lily’s happiness poured from her, unable to be contained.

Lily eventually said good night, hugging them both and saying she was going to bed. She paused at the bottom of the stairs, and Beth eyed her curiously.

“I’m really happy right now,” Lily said. “I wanted you to know I love you guys.” And then she darted up the stairs, leaving Beth and Sarah to share a knowing look as they settled into the soft beige sofa in Sarah’s living room.

She’d always wanted this for Lily—for the three of them, really. A sense of stability, warmth, and trust. A true family.

She and Sarah sat together in the quiet glow of the fire, Beth nursing a glass of wine as Sarah swirled her bourbon. A comfortable silence stretched between them. Beth could feel the magnitude of her decision pressing gently against her heart, urging her to finally share what she’d been holding back. But how to begin? The thought of disrupting the harmony they now shared made her hesitate.

Sarah broke the silence first, eyeing her with curiosity. “You seem like you’re in a good mood these days.” She tilted her head in a half-teasing, half-genuine way. “I don’t think I’ve seen you this light in a while. It looks good on you.”

Beth chuckled, feeling a flicker of nerves but also a sense of relief. Maybe this is the right moment, a small voice in her head said as she set her glass down on the coffee table, running her finger around the rim for a moment before meeting Sarah’s gaze.

Her mind flashed back to a conversation they’d had years ago, the summer she and Sarah had separated. Beth had moved all her belongings into a small two-bedroom condo in Capitol Hill, her new reality finally setting in. A knock at the door had drawn her attention. She’d opened it to find Sarah holding a small, wrapped package—a photo of the three of them, their little family. “You’ll always be my family, Beth,” she had said that day. “And I will always support you choosing happiness, even if I don’t always understand it.”

Beth took a deep breath before she began.

“Actually, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that. It’s part of the reason I’ve been—well, like you said, lighter.”

Sarah’s curiosity persisted as she chose her words.

“It’s Jamie,” she said, and for the briefest moment, a shadow crossed Sarah’s face. Was it surprise? Disappointment? Resentment? But just as quickly, her eyes eased with understanding. “We’ve—we’ve been seeing each other. Romantically, I mean,” she continued, the rush of warmth rising in her cheeks, but it was mixed with relief at finally having said it out loud.

That same flicker of whatever Sarah felt but didn’t say flashed across the hazel eyes trained on her. Whatever it was, Sarah must have made her peace with it, because a slow grin spread across her face, and a glint of amusement shone in her eyes. Beth tilted her head as she studied Sarah’s reaction.

“. . . but you already knew this?” Realization dawned on her slowly. Of course. “You’re not surprised at all, are you?”

Sarah’s lips quivered in a knowing smile, and she took a slow sip of her drink. “I had my suspicions. I had pieced together that you were seeing someone, but I hadn’t figured out who,” she admitted, but Beth could tell she was enjoying this moment of teasing. Sarah had always loved a puzzle. “But after Austin, how Jamie showed up all the way from Oregon? It confirmed what I’d already been thinking. I was waiting for you to come to me when you were ready.”

Beth let out a quiet laugh, a mix of embarrassment and relief flooding her. “Of course you knew. You are always just a few steps ahead of the rest of us.”

There was a hint of nostalgia in the way Sarah looked at her. “You know me,” she said, tossing back the last of her drink. “The ever-compulsive need to be two steps ahead. It’s a bitch in real life, but beneficial at work.” She settled herself deeper into the plush couch cushions.

“So, you’re—you’re okay with this?” Beth asked tentatively, as she set her wineglass down with a soft clink.

“I’m not upset, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Sarah said gently, as if sensing the anxiety Beth hadn’t entirely managed to let go of. “I mean, I’m not exactly thrilled, either, but I know you, Beth. I know you wouldn’t bring someone into your life—into Lily’s life—unless you were sure it was the right choice. You are an incredible mother, and for as long as I’ve known you, you’ve had impeccable judgment. It’s what makes you a truly wonderful person to co-parent with.”

“Well, I don’t know about impeccable,” she teased, but she nodded, a swell of gratitude rising in her chest. “But thank you.”

Sarah’s acceptance and understanding were more than Beth had hoped for. She relaxed, settling back against the couch as she let herself breathe a little easier.

“I’m happy for you, Beth,” Sarah said, her tone light but genuine. “Now, tell me everything. Well, maybe not all the details, but how did . . . this . . . start?”

Beth smiled, taking in the sight of Sarah before her. Her usual perfect golden-brown waves were tied up in a topknot tonight. She had traded her usual business attire for an olive-green long sleeve shirt and leggings yoga set that perfectly complimented her complexion. Tortoiseshell glasses, the ones she wore only at the end of the day, picked up the flickering shadows cast by the fire. Her elbow was propped up on the back of the couch as hazel eyes looked at Beth expectantly.

Before they were lovers, Sarah had been her friend, and through their ups and downs, Beth had always felt safe in Sarah’s friendship. Why should now be any different?

“It’s funny.” Beth leaned back against the arm of the couch, her voice taking on a more reflective tone. “We met the night of my show in September, and, well, kind of hit it off.” She gave Sarah a condensed version of their meeting, skipping over some of the more salacious details of that night. “I didn’t realize who she was until we all met the next morning at the gym. And, well, obviously, with Jamie being Lily’s coach, we didn’t pursue anything. Initially, I didn’t think much of it, but then we started talking, and—I don’t know, Sarah—we just clicked.”

Sarah listened intently as Beth spoke.

“Jamie has this way of being there,” Beth continued. “Not only for me but for Lily, too. She doesn’t try to control things or force anything. She just cares. She’s been good for Lily—her confidence has grown so much since Jamie started working with her. And, honestly, she’s been good for me, too.”

A long silence followed as the fire crackled low. Neither of them saying anything just yet.

“Well, that makes some things make sense on my end,” she said quietly, her voice tinged with an honesty that surprised Beth. She tilted her head as Sarah continued. “I couldn’t quite figure out where you were this fall, you know. I had thought we were exploring getting back together, but now, with the context of everything else that was going on, it wasn’t a fair fight. I never stood a chance.” Sarah broke eye contact, shifting her gaze to the fire. Beth watched her as her thoughts seemed to process across her sharp features. “I can see how much Jamie means to you, Beth. I can see how happy you are. I’ve never wanted to be in the way of your happiness.”

That phrase echoed between them, similarly to that day years ago, back in her condo.

“I know.” She reached out for Sarah and gently squeezed her forearm. “I know.”

There was no tension, no undercurrent of resentment between them. Just an unspoken understanding, a silent agreement that they both wanted the best for each other and Lily.

“Like I said, I trust your judgment, Beth, but I also think about Lily. She’s grown so attached to Jamie. I worry about how she’d handle it if things didn’t work out. Not that I’m doubting you. I can’t help but think of her first.”

Beth shook her head slowly. “We haven’t told her yet, but you’re right. She’s gotten so attached to Jamie. But, Sarah, I’m not in this thing with Jamie for a little.” She sat up straighter. “I told myself that it needed to be the real deal if I ever took this step with someone after you.” Sarah nodded, considering. Beth took that as a sign to continue. “We promised that if we ever met someone we were serious about, we’d talk about it first.”

Sarah reached out, her hand resting gently on Beth’s arm. “I appreciate you talking to me about it. I support this as long as you’re happy and Lily’s happy. That’s what matters to me.” She hesitated, then smiled. “Besides, if you hadn’t told me, I think Lily would have figured it out sooner or later. She’s a smart kid.”

Beth laughed, the tension she’d been holding on to for weeks finally dissipating. “Thank you, Sarah. Really. This means . . . more to me than I can say.”

“Promise me one thing, though?”

“Anything.”

“Don’t shut me out. I know we’re not together anymore, but I still want to be a part of these big moments in your life. And Lily’s. I still want us to be a family.”

Beth’s eyes filled with tears, and she reached out, taking Sarah’s hand. “We are a family, Sarah,” she said, voice soft. “We always will be.”

They’d spent years building this life, making sacrifices for each other and Lily, and now, the new chapter they were stepping into felt like part of a larger tapestry, one they’d woven together with love and respect.

A short while later, Beth stood to leave, feeling lighter than she had in months. Sarah walked her to the door, offering one last reassuring smile before she left. Stepping out into the cool evening air, Beth felt a quiet, profound sense of peace settle over her.

She thought of Jamie, Lily, and everything they’d all built together. All the pieces of her life had finally come together, each one fitting perfectly into place. She was ready—truly ready—to embrace everything that lay ahead.

Late that evening, Beth sprawled in bed, her body relaxed but her mind whirling pleasantly. The quiet of the house settled around her as she nestled deeper into the duvet’s warmth, and the memory of her conversation with Sarah lingered, a calmness washing over her. She reached for her phone on the nightstand, her fingers hovering for a moment before she tapped Jamie’s name.

The line rang twice before Jamie’s familiar voice came through. The husky sound immediately told Beth that Jamie had been sleeping. “Hey, you,” she murmured, a smile evident in her tone, warm and inviting and wrapping its way around her heart.

“Hey,” Beth replied softly, and she couldn’t help the way her own smile spread across her lips. “Did I wake you?”

“Maybe,” Jamie replied, her voice laced with a soft yawn that ended in a tiny, kittenish squeak—so endearing that Beth’s heart melted. “But for you, I don’t mind. Is everything okay?”

Beth shifted deeper into her pillows. “Everything’s more than okay. I just wanted to talk to you.”

“Oh yeah?” Jamie’s voice perked up, the sleepiness giving way to her curiosity.

Beth nodded, even though Jamie couldn’t see her. “Yeah. I talked to Sarah tonight. Told her about us.”

There was a pause on the other end, and Beth could imagine Jamie’s surprised smile, the way her brow might lift in that charmingly skeptical way as her dark eyes narrowed. “How did she take it?”

“She wasn’t exactly shocked, which was probably the best-case scenario. A surprised Sarah isn’t a fun Sarah.” Beth laughed. “She’s been quietly putting the pieces together, but you showing up in Austin last month confirmed what she’d already suspected.”

“Busted.” Jamie’s snort of laughter made Beth’s heart skip. “So, she was really okay with it?”

Beth took a deep breath, her voice filled with relief. “More than okay, which surprised me. I thought maybe she’d be upset—just, you know, with how things were between us in the fall.” She hesitated, the memory of how easily she had slipped back into old patterns with Sarah, how natural it had felt in the moment, and how Sarah had misinterpreted that as a step toward reconciliation. “But she wasn’t, she was supportive. We had this really good conversation about Lily, and she told me she was happy for me—for us.”

“Wow.” Jamie’s voice was quiet, but Beth could hear her happiness. “That’s amazing. I know that’s been weighing on you.”

“It has,” she admitted, her fingers tracing absent circles over the duvet. “But I feel like everything is finally falling into place. Like I can really breathe.” She exhaled the last word, and marveled at how her body sank even deeper into the mattress.

Beth closed her eyes, feeling Jamie’s presence on the other end of the line, even though they were miles apart. Tiredness was pulling at her mind as she rolled onto her side, phone between her head and the pillow.

“I wish I was there with you right now,” Jamie said, her voice a low murmur laced with sleep. “To tell you how proud I am of you, and maybe to celebrate a little.” Her tone was teasing, and Beth let that feeling wrap around her as she felt that familiar heat growing between her thighs at Jamie’s suggestion.

Beth laughed softly. “Oh? And how would we celebrate?”

“I don’t know,” Jamie said, the teasing tone back in her voice. “Something quiet. Something that might involve you and me, a bottle of wine, minimal clothing—and definitely not talking about Sarah.”

“I’d like that. Pencil me in for three weeks from now? After I get back from California?”

“Mm-hmm,” Jamie purred on the other end of the line. Beth smiled to herself, knowing exactly where Jamie’s mind was lingering.

“Jamie?” she said quietly, her voice barely a whisper.

“Yeah?”

“I’m really grateful for you,” Beth said, fully aware of what her words carried. “For everything you’ve brought into my life. I feel . . .” She searched for a word or phrase that could adequately and succinctly pull together the bigness of how she felt for Jamie. She knew the four-letter word she wanted to use.

“I feel so incredibly full,” she opted for instead. It was too soon to say love, but she knew what she felt for Jamie was real. She had gone so many years of her life feeling like some essential piece was missing, and no matter how hard she tried, she’d never quite been able to fill the void it left. She’d grown used to feeling incomplete. But now, with Jamie, that feeling was gone. “I feel like I finally have everything I need. But there’s one thing missing.” She inhaled slowly. She could take another step toward Jamie. “I want to tell Lily about us. I want to tell her when you’re here next month. I want her to know how important you are to me.”

She bit her lip, suddenly anxious as she awaited Jamie’s response.

Jamie was quiet for a moment, her breath hitching softly. When she spoke, her voice was thick. “Beth, you have no idea what it means to hear that. I feel the same way. About you, about telling Lily, about it all. Being with you—it’s like I finally found where I’m supposed to be.”

“You are,” she whispered. “You so, totally are.” She felt the need to say the words she knew would adequately capture the depth of her feelings for Jamie. Instead, she let herself sink into the moment’s quiet, letting Jamie’s presence, even through the phone, fill the space around her.

“Get some sleep,” Jamie murmured, her voice a gentle caress. “I’ll call you tomorrow?”

“Definitely.” Beth smiled. “Good night, Jamie.”

“Night, Beth. Sweet dreams.”

They lingered on the line a beat longer, neither wanting to be the one to hang up.


TWENTY
JAMIE


Jamie’s phone buzzed again, the persistent vibration cutting through the quiet of the empty house. She frowned, flipping it over to check the notification. Another article alert. Another headline with Lily’s name in bold print. She exhaled sharply, setting the phone face down on the counter. She’d call Lily after this meeting.

These alerts had been coming nonstop for two weeks since a clip of Lily competing in Austin had gone viral across social media, sparking a surge of attention focused on Lily. Lily had never had to navigate this level of scrutiny before. It didn’t help that, a week later, a high-profile article discussing athletes to watch for the upcoming summer Olympic Games named Lily the newcomer to watch this year, after outscoring several gymnasts on the current national team roster.

On a hunch, Jamie had preemptively created a search alert for Lily’s name to monitor if anything significant popped up following her performance, and now, she was glad she had. She had FaceTimed with Lily last night, but Jamie couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something Lily was holding in, and she wanted Lily to know she wasn’t alone in all of this. But first, she needed to call Shannon York.

She opened her laptop and took in the empty room around her while waiting for the screen to load.

This house.

She was going to miss this house.

It had been her sanctuary from all things complicated and stressful, where she had started over. But now it had a strange, hollow quality. Her life was packed into boxes and plastic tubs, making this home she had loved feel distant, almost unfamiliar. It felt surreal to think she would soon be leaving this place that had been her home for nearly a decade, but there was no sadness—only bittersweet nostalgia and a simmering excitement for what lay ahead. Her future was waiting for her in Seattle.

With a few clicks, Shannon appeared on the screen, her dark hair slicked back in a sharp ponytail.

“Hey, Jamie,” Shannon greeted, smiling. “How’s the packing going?” Her voice echoed through Jamie’s laptop speakers into the nearly empty living room.

“Slowly but surely,” Jamie replied, gesturing to the boxes behind her. “Feels surreal. Seven years here, and it’s packed in a few cardboard boxes. How was your move?”

Shannon nodded, her expression warm but businesslike. “It was good. Glad it’s done now. I think Seattle’s going to be good for us. And for Empwr.”

Jamie grinned. “I think so, too. Speaking of which, how is the launch timeline coming along?”

Shannon’s eyes lit up, energized by the shift in conversation. “Good. I just met with our lawyers, and it looks like we’ll be able to launch in May, as we’ve been planning. I’m close to securing our first round of investors.”

“That’s amazing, Shannon. I’ll keep the momentum going on the Athlete Ventures Program. I’ve already started drafting an outreach strategy to connect with athletes who could benefit from our resources.”

“Perfect. I’ve been thinking about our launch strategy. We need to make a splash, Jamie. We need something big to get people talking about us. Something that says Empwr is here.”

Jamie hesitated, a thought forming but not entirely settled. The idea she held on to felt bold, almost reckless, but it had the potential to create exactly the kind of buzz Shannon was searching for. “What if,” she started slowly, “I announce my role at Empwr on my social media?”

Intrigue laced Shannon’s words. “You mean on Instagram?”

Jamie nodded. “I know I haven’t posted there since my retirement announcement seven years ago. But I still have, what, four million followers? A single post could make a splash.”

Shannon’s eyes widened, and she leaned back, seeming impressed. “You’re right. That would be huge. People would pay attention. Returning to social media with an announcement like this would instantly put Empwr on the map. Not to mention the likelihood that media outlets would pick it up and talk about your return.” She paused, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “It could work. Are you sure you’d be comfortable with it?”

Jamie’s phone buzzed yet again. She subtly flipped the phone over, only to see a missed call and a text from Beth.

“If it helps Empwr get off the ground, it’s worth it to me.” Her tone was slightly distracted as she read Beth’s text.

“Now that I’m thinking about it, a more focused social-media strategy might be the right move.”

But Jamie, glancing quickly at her phone again to make sure she hadn’t misread, didn’t hear anything else Shannon said.

Beth 1:38 PM


Please call me back ASAP. Lily emergency.




Her chest tightened, her stomach twisting into a cold knot. The words on the screen seemed to blur momentarily as she tried to process them. Lily emergency.

“Everything okay?” Shannon asked. Jamie quickly moved the phone into view.

“I’m sorry, Shan, I need to go. Something is happening with my girlfriend’s kid, and it sounds serious.”

The word girlfriend slipped out before she could stop it. It hung in the air for a split second. Jamie barely had time to register it. Girlfriend. It felt so natural. But a new panic crept in as she froze, watching Shannon for a reaction that never came.

“Girlfriend, huh?” Shannon’s smile was amused, and Jamie felt a little tension leave her chest. “I’m here for it. Go. Take care of them.”

Jamie blinked, caught off guard by the easy acceptance. “Thanks. I’ll call you when things settle.”

Shannon held up a hand before Jamie could disconnect the call. “Wait a sec,” she said, quickly. “You’re not public about this, are you? Like, publicly out?”

Jamie hesitated. “The important people in my life know, and I really don’t care what anyone else thinks, but technically, no. I’m not publicly out.”

Shannon nodded knowingly, as if understanding more about Jamie than Jamie had intended to share. “Well, don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me. And for what it’s worth, it’s nice to see you happy. Now go.”

Jamie exhaled, the brief connection settling something in her chest, even as her rising panic clawed at her. “Thanks, Shannon.”

“Any time,” Shannon said, leaning back. “Call if you need anything.”

Jamie nodded, already disconnecting the call while simultaneously dialing Beth. She answered on the first ring.

“Hey, what’s going on?” she said, trying to keep her alarm from creeping into her voice. She needed to be strong for Beth.

There was silence on the other end, and Jamie’s smile faded. When Beth spoke, her voice was shaky, edged with a panic Jamie had never heard before, and she immediately felt her demeanor shift.

“Jamie, I—I—Lily’s gone.”

Beth’s voice trembled, breaking on the word gone, and Jamie’s heart slammed against her ribs. “Gone?” The word came out sharp, almost a gasp. Her mind raced through possibilities, each one worse than the last.

Jamie’s chest tightened. She could picture Beth pacing, her free hand raking through her blonde hair, and the thought of her in that kind of pain with Jamie being so far away from being able to comfort her physically didn’t sit well with her. Plus, someone had to find Lily.

“What do you mean, gone?”

Jamie quickly tried to think of ways to help from here. Unsure of what to do, she instinctively reached for her car keys. The house was too quiet, the silence pressing in on her as she forced herself to breathe and stay calm for Beth’s sake.

“I got an alert—Lily used the emergency credit card,” Beth rushed out, tripping over her words. “She bought a train ticket to Portland. I’ve been trying to call her, but she’s not answering. I can’t reach Sarah, and I’m stuck in California. I think she’s trying to get to you.”

Jamie closed her eyes at the sound of the tightness in Beth’s voice as she bit back tears. She felt so helpless at that moment. “Okay, okay,” she muttered, as she went into problem-solver mode. “We’ll figure this out,” she said calmly, not knowing who she was trying to reassure more, herself or Beth. “We’ll make sure Lily is safe.”

Jamie should’ve known. Their call last night had felt off, and today, there’d been no text—not even Lily’s usual gym selfie. Guilt twisted her stomach. Had she been too distracted to catch the signs?

“It’s all gotten so big so fast,” Beth said, her voice finally breaking. “First the video, and now that stupid article—it’s been too much for her.”

Jamie had been there before. Fifteen years old, the weight of the world’s expectations pressing down like a suffocating fog. She knew how easy it was to feel like running was the only option, thinking that disappearing might stop the pressure.

She remembered how the pressure had turned everything she once loved about gymnastics into a crushing presence. She wouldn’t let Lily face that alone.

“It’s a lot for anyone, let alone a teenager, but she’s not going through this alone. I know exactly what it’s like to be her right now, and she’ll be okay. I’ll go to Portland and meet her at the train station. I’ll make sure she’s safe and find out what’s going on.”

Beth let out a shaky breath, relief and worry mingled in her voice. “Thank you, Jamie. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

“I’m not planning on finding out anytime soon,” Jamie replied. “I’ll call you the moment I find her, okay? Keep calling her, and let me know if you get ahold of her.”

“Okay,” Beth whispered, her tone filled with gratitude. “Thank you. Really.”

They ended the call, and Jamie stood in the quiet house. Her mind raced, and she could almost hear her heartbeat thudding against her ribcage as she stood there, momentarily frozen on the spot.

Lily.

She fumbled with her keys as she grabbed her jacket from the back of the couch. The boxes that still needed to be packed were forgotten as she moved on instinct, focusing entirely on Lily.

The car’s engine roared to life, cutting through the stillness of the day. Panic clawed at her chest, but Jamie shoved it aside. There was no time for fear—only action. As she pulled out of the driveway, one thought pulsed relentlessly in her mind: find Lily.

It wasn’t long before Jamie was stepping into the train station, her boots clicking against the marble floor. The hum of voices mingled with muffled announcements as she scanned the room, weaving past polished wooden benches. A wave of unease washed over her—how easy would it be to miss Lily in this crowd?

She positioned herself near the doors, her heart racing as she scanned the crowd. A grainy voice crackled over the station’s intercom, announcing the train’s arrival from Seattle. At the same time, a text came through from Beth.

Beth 3:55 PM


Her phone’s back on. She’s at the train station.




Jamie 3:55 PM


I’m here. I’ll let you know as soon as I have her.




Jamie watched the doors with an eagle-eyed focus.

There.

She spotted that familiar blonde ponytail bouncing as Lily moved toward her, unaware of Jamie’s presence. Her heart squeezed as relief and realization washed over her. Lily seemed fine. Unfazed, even. But seeing her among the other passengers disembarking, Jamie realized how small Lily still truly was. For all her strength, skill, and passion, she was still a fifteen-year-old kid navigating pressures that most adults never would.

“Lily!” Jamie called out.

Lily’s head whipped around, her eyes widening when she spotted Jamie. For a brief moment, a guilt flashed across her face, only to be replaced with confidence as her shoulders stiffened, and she offered a small, regretful smile.

“Jamie? How did you know I was here?”

Jamie crossed her arms, giving Lily a stern look, but it softened as Lily reached her and hugged her tightly. “Did you seriously think your little disappearing act would go unnoticed?” Jamie said gently, pulling back to meet Lily’s gaze. “Your mom has been so worried about you. I’ve been so worried about you.” She searched Lily’s eyes, hoping to find answers in the blue depths.

“I-I didn’t mean to scare anyone,” Lily said.

Jamie’s expression softened further. “I know. But, Lily, I’m curious—what exactly was your plan?”

Lily shrugged, her face a mixture of defiance and regret. “I don’t know. It felt like something I needed to do—to get away from things. You said you liked being here, in Oregon, away from everything because you could think, and I feel like I need to do some thinking.” She held up her phone so Jamie could see the screen. “I was going to take an Uber to your house. I got your address from Mom’s phone.” She shifted her weight slightly.

Jamie nodded as she listened to Lily’s thought process. “I get the feeling of needing to get away and clear your head, but we need to talk about responsible ways of dealing with life when it gets too overwhelming.” She peered at Lily, whose expression was still sheepish. “Come on, let’s get you in the car. Your mom’s waiting to hear from you.” The edge had slipped from her voice as the pair began walking toward the parking lot.

As they walked in silence, Jamie sent a quick text to Beth, letting her know that she had Lily, that Lily was safe, and that they would call once they got to the car.

“Are you mad at me?” Lily’s voice was quiet and timid, even as she asked the question Jamie had been waiting for. She could hear the fear behind her question. She heard it because she knew it all too well: the fear of disappointing someone.

“I’m not mad,” she responded, her eyes searching Lily’s face once more. She had the faintest dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose, just like Beth, but a little less pronounced. “I am, however, worried about you, kid. Running away from your problems isn’t the answer⁠—”

Jamie stumbled over her words, the irony not lost on her. She’d run from her problems more times than she could count, but if there was one thing she’d learned, it was that they always caught up.

“I mean, running from things only delays what you need to face, you know? But talking about things and making a plan—that’s how you can make all those things that seem big and scary feel a little more manageable.”

Lily was quiet momentarily as she sat with her words. “I guess that makes sense,” she said, slow and measured, as if she were trying to make up her mind. But whatever it was, she decided it wasn’t worth saying.

Once they were settled into the car, Jamie handed her phone over to Lily. “Here, give your mom a call. She’s worried sick about you.”

Lily took the phone reluctantly, bracing herself, and Jamie tried to hide a smirk as she overheard Lily’s side of the conversation with Beth.

“Yes, Mom. I’m sorry. I know, I just—I didn’t mean to. Yes, I know. You just don’t understand! Jamie gets it⁠—”

Her ears burned at the mention of her name coming from Lily as if she, too, were in some sort of trouble.

There was a pause, and Jamie could practically hear Beth’s concern and frustration through the phone.

“Fine,” Lily muttered reluctantly, before handing the phone back to Jamie, looking slightly chastened. “She wants to talk to you.”

Jamie put the phone to her ear. “Hey,” she said softly.

Beth let out a frustrated sigh. Her voice was sharp and authoritative in a way Jamie hadn’t heard before. “Well, she’s grounded, starting immediately.” Beth paused, the sternness giving way to a quieter, more vulnerable tone. “Thank you, Jamie. I swear, I don’t know how you always know exactly what to say to her.”

“I get where she’s coming from. I used to feel a lot of the same things.” Jamie said carefully, “I was wondering . . . if you’re okay with it—and if Sarah’s okay with it—could Lily stay with me for the night?” Lily’s head whipped around at Jamie’s suggestion, her face brightening instantly. “I think it might be good for her,” she added. “We’ll grab some food, have a quiet night in, and reset. Nothing crazy. And then I can drive her home tomorrow.”

“Are you sure? That’s not too much?” Beth asked softly.

“Sounds like a fun night to me.” Jamie winked at Lily, who was hanging on their every word.

“Okay, well, if you’re sure . . .” Beth’s tone was filled with resignation and trust. “That should be good. My flight arrives late tomorrow, but you can drop her off at Sarah’s whenever.”

“Sounds like a plan. I’ll make sure she calls you before bed.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Jamie noticed Lily doing a small happy dance in her seat, her excitement radiating through an exaggerated shimmy of her shoulders. Jamie chuckled, and warmth spread through her chest as she realized how quickly the tension had eased from Lily.

“Thank you,” Beth said again, her voice heavier this time, as if trying to convey how much this meant to her. “I owe you.”

Jamie’s lips quivered into a playful smile as the words slipped out before she could stop them. “You don’t, but if you feel like you do, I won’t stop you.” Jamie cleared her throat quickly, straightening in her seat.

On the other end, Beth tried to suppress her laugh, but Jamie could hear the faint chuckle as she responded. “Can you please put Lily back on the phone?”

Jamie handed the phone to Lily, who eagerly grabbed it, lifting it to her ear. “Yes, Mom—okay, I know. Love you, too. Bye.” Lily’s voice was rushed, but she ended the call with fondness. She returned the phone to Jamie, a slight grin tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Mom says bye and that she’ll be able to talk more when we call her tonight.”

Jamie slipped the phone into her bag and turned her full attention to Lily. “Great. How about we grab some food? I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

Lily nodded enthusiastically, the tension in her posture melting away. “Yes, please.”

A little while later, Jamie and Lily were back at her house, a takeout bag from Jamie’s favorite burger place on the counter. They ate their food on a makeshift table, sitting on the floor. After they’d eaten, Jamie handed Lily a controller and loaded up Mario Kart. “Don’t think I’ll go easy on you,” Jamie teased, grinning.

Lily smiled—her first genuine one all night. “Bring it on.”

They played in comfortable silence, the tension from earlier slowly fading. By the third race, Jamie noticed Lily glancing her way, as if she were working up the courage to say something.

Lily paused the game after kicking her butt for two rounds and place the controller on the couch next to her. Her gaze carried the same intensity Jamie had observed from her whenever she approached a new move in one of her routines.

“Jamie, why did you retire?”

Whatever she had been expecting Lily to ask, it hadn’t been that. Her mouth opened and closed once, twice, a third time before she managed to turn any word into a sound.

“Why?” Jamie asked cautiously, as she reached for her water, trying to buy some time. How the hell was she supposed to have this conversation with Lily?

Lily raised a blonde eyebrow at her, imploring her for an answer.

Jamie considered her for a moment. She could do this. She could totally do this. But a bigger question loomed in the back of her mind. It wasn’t could she do this, but should she do this. Should she tell Lily why she walked away from it all at the height of her career? Jamie swallowed hard, the words heavy on her tongue. She wanted to protect Lily’s innocence but didn’t want to lie to her either. She also didn’t want to run from her truth anymore. She exhaled slowly.

She wished Beth were here. How could she boil down everything she’d been through into digestible tidbit appropriate for a fifteen-year-old? Jamie had been through so much by Lily’s age, but Lily still carried a childlike wonder she wanted to protect. Still, she deserved the truth.

Jamie fidgeted with the controller still in her hands.

“Well . . .” She hesitated, glancing at Lily. “You know how I said running from your problems doesn’t solve anything? I had to learn that the hard way.”

Lily nodded, tucking her legs under her as Jamie continued.

“I got diagnosed with breast cancer. Right before the Olympics.” She let out a sad laugh. “I panicked. I didn’t want anyone to know or feel burdened, so I ran—all the way here.” She gestured to the room around them.

Lily looked at her intently as she spoke, and Jamie watched her process each word.

“Cancer?” Lily said slowly, and Jamie nodded. “But you’re better now, right?”

What a loaded question. She wanted to say yes. That she never thought about it. But she knew that was a lie. The ever-present thoughts of her next mammogram and fears of recurrence lived rent-free in her mind. But she couldn’t say that. Not to Lily. Instead, she settled on a simple, “Yes. I’m better.”

Lily was quiet for a moment as she contemplated her words.

“So, it wasn’t because of the pressure? It was because of cancer? I kind of thought we were the same like that, because, you know, you always know how to calm me down when I’m starting to feel a little intense.” Her face fell slightly as her eyes fixed intently on a spot on the mint-green couch cushion.

“You’re not intense, Lily.” Jamie set the controller down on the cardboard box and scooted across the couch closer to her. “And at times, the pressure definitely got to me. It got to all of us—me, Amanda, even your old coach Kendall. It got to all of us in some way because we weren’t encouraged to talk about it.” She reached a finger out and placed it under Lily’s jaw, tilting her chin up so her eyes met Jamie’s. “You can always talk about it with me, Lily.”

They held eye contact for a moment, and an understanding passed between them. Lily’s shoulders dropped as she buried her face in her hands.

“Ever since that article came out, it feels like everyone’s watching everything I do. Everyone’s expecting me to be, I don’t know, perfect, and it’s sucking the fun out of things.” Her voice tightened, and her blue eyes darted away as she fiddled with her hoodie’s frayed sleeve.

“What is it, Lily? What aren’t you telling me?” She placed her hand on Lily’s forearm. “You can tell me.”

Lily’s gaze flicked back to Jamie, studying her before she spoke again. “Some other girls from my old gym have been sending me messages, trying to mess with my head. Telling me I don’t belong. Stuff like that.” She pulled out her phone, flashing a screenshot of a message thread before handing it to Jamie. “It’s not like it matters. They aren’t my friends anymore. It just sucks.” She hugged her knees closer to her chest.

Jamie’s jaw tightened as she read through the messages. She’d forgotten how cruel teenage girls could be. The impulse to call Kendall surged, but she stopped herself. That wasn’t what Lily needed.

“What do you need from me, Lily? How can I help?”

Pensive blue eyes studied her. “Honestly, being able to tell someone helps. What they are doing is shitty, and I wish they wouldn’t, but I know they say those things because they’re jealous.”

Jamie made a mental note to let Beth know about the messages, but right now, Lily needed someone to listen more than she needed someone to intervene.

“Between you and me, they should be jealous. You were on fire in Austin. Hell, I’d be jealous if I had to compete with you.” She flashed Lily a smile.

“Really?”

“Really.”

Lily’s eyes sparkled at Jamie’s confirmation, but she still chewed on the inside of her cheek.

“Spit it out, Gallagher,” Jamie joked.

“When were you going to tell me you’re dating my mom?”

Lily’s words fell out of her mouth in one long string, and it took Jamie a moment to sift through them. She blinked in surprise as understanding dawned on her. Although, on second thought, should she be surprised? Lily was sharp, and even the best-kept secrets couldn’t hide from her for long.

Jamie recovered quickly. “Now, I guess. Yeah. I’m dating your mom. How do you feel about that?”

Lily shrugged, but Jamie could see the excitement in her eyes. “At first, I didn’t really know what to think. I guess I didn’t want anything to change. But now, I think it’s nice. Mom seems happier than she’s been in a long time.” She looked down, her voice small. “And I like having you around. You feel like family.”

Jamie’s chest tightened, and she brushed a strand of hair behind Lily’s ear, feeling more moved than she expected. “That means a lot to me, Lily. And, you know, nothing has to change unless you want it to. I’m here for you and your mom—for anything you need.”

Lily nodded, the faintest hint of a smile on her lips. “I know.”

She picked up her controller again, tilting her head toward the screen. “So, one more race? Feel like losing?”

Jamie chuckled, grateful to see Lily’s spirits lifting. “You’re on.”
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The next day, Jamie and Lily loaded themselves into Jamie’s car. “I still can’t believe you drive a Subaru. The van was so much cooler.”

“I promise you’ll appreciate the safety rating when you’re older. It’s a great car,” Jamie shot back, before handing over the aux cord to Lily. “Once again, Lily, I’m trusting you for the most important job of this road trip. You are hereby in charge of the music. Please do not disappoint,” she teased, as Lily snatched the cord from her hand. Chappell Roan’s “HOT TO GO!” came through the speakers within minutes.

Jamie gave her a reassuring smile. “Ready?”

Lily nodded, though she was biting her lip.

“I am. I’m just not ready to face Mom. Out of both my moms, I’ll take Mama being mad over Mom any day,” she said begrudgingly.

The drive was filled with easy chatter and a couple of rounds of Jamie’s favorite road-trip playlists. She kept things light, deliberately avoiding any heavy topics and letting Lily relax into the journey. They crossed into Washington, and the familiar scenery made her feel like she was coming home. It wasn’t until they pulled up to Bainbridge Island and turned onto the tree-lined road toward Sarah’s house that Jamie felt Lily tense beside her again.

As they rounded the final bend, Sarah’s house came into view, where she was already standing on the front porch, arms crossed, her expression a mix of relief and simmering irritation.

“Oh yeah, she’s definitely mad,” Lily muttered, upon seeing Sarah.

Jamie glanced over, offering her a sympathetic smile. “It’s kind of expected, right?”

Lily sighed, nodding, and then looked at Jamie pleadingly. “Can you come in with me?”

Jamie hesitated, but only for a moment, before giving Lily a reassuring nod. “Yeah, of course.”

Jamie stepped up to Sarah’s house, feeling a mix of awe and hesitation as she took in the inviting facade. The shingled exterior, painted in soft gray, gave the home a timeless, coastal charm, while the arched entryway added a touch of grandeur. Damn. She’d known Sarah was a successful lawyer, but she had never really given much thought as to how successful she was. But her house—like Sarah—wasn’t flashy, but was undeniably impressive, a place that made Jamie straighten her posture without realizing it.

She stayed a step behind Lily, giving her the space to face Sarah first. As they reached the porch, Sarah’s expression softened a bit, and she immediately pulled Lily into a tight hug, her hands running over Lily’s hair as though reassuring herself that her daughter was really there.

“Never, ever scare us like that again, Lily,” Sarah murmured, each word carrying a barely concealed frustration that flickered in her brow. “We will be having a very serious conversation about your actions and the appropriate use of the emergency credit card. Understood?” She pulled back, her eyes hardening for just a moment before placing a kiss on top of her head. “I’m glad your safe, Lily.”

Lily nodded, her cheeks pink, and glanced back at Jamie, who gave her an encouraging smile. With a quick, almost embarrassed wave to Jamie, Lily slipped inside, leaving the two women alone on the porch.

Sarah’s attention turned to Jamie. For a moment, they stood there, sizing up the other. But then Sarah let her guarded exterior fall. Her shoulders dropped, and her arms uncrossed.

“Thank you,” she said quietly, her voice steady but sincere. “For taking such good care of her.” Sarah’s voice faltered ever so slightly as she continued. “I don’t know what I would’ve done if . . . Just—thank you.”

Jamie nodded in understanding. “Yeah, of course. She’s an incredible kid. I was glad to be there for her.”

There was a pause before Sarah gestured toward the open door. “Would you like to come in for a bit? I’ve got coffee on.”

Jamie hesitated, feeling like Sarah may have something heavier in mind than a friendly, lighthearted conversation. Only one way to find out. “Sure. That sounds great.”

Inside, the house was warm, with the familiar scent of freshly brewed coffee filling the air. Jamie followed Sarah into the kitchen. The room gleamed, from the polished granite countertops that sparkled under the soft glow of pendant lights to the spotless white cabinetry stretching seamlessly to the ceiling. The curved island in the center caught Jamie’s eye, with its elegant, rounded surface. Two mugs already set out on the counter. Sarah had anticipated her accepting the invitation to come inside. Jamie took a seat, and Sarah filled a mug before handing it to her.

They sipped their coffee silently before Sarah looked up, studying Jamie carefully. “When I realized Beth was seeing someone, I wasn’t sure what to think. I suppose part of me always assumed she and I would eventually work things out. We share so much history—years of being partners, co-parents, and best friends. It’s hard to see some of those chapters close.”

Jamie stiffened as jealousy coursed through her at Sarah’s admission. She sipped slowly from her mug, wondering where Sarah was going with this and trying to quell the feeling bubbling up inside her. But the more Sarah watched, the more Jamie could tell this wasn’t easy for her to talk about.

“But . . .” Sarah continued, her gaze softening and flecks of gold dancing in her eyes. “I have to admit, I’ve seen a real change in both Beth and Lily since you came into their lives. Beth is—she’s happier. Lighter, in a way I’ve never seen her before. And Lily—she feels safe with you. I can see that.” She paused, taking a slow breath. “I want Beth to be happy. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. And if that happiness is with you, I’m glad she found it.”

Jamie felt her chest tighten, surprised by how much Sarah’s words meant to her. She knew Beth had talked to Sarah a few weeks ago, but she hadn’t realized how much she’d wanted to hear it for herself—this acknowledgment that she belonged in Beth’s and Lily’s lives.

Jamie felt a swell of respect for Sarah. She knew how hard it must be for someone as proud and steadfast as her to admit that her place in Beth’s life was no longer what it had once been. Sarah’s honesty struck her, as well as how she’d put her family’s happiness above her own ego.

“Thank you, Sarah. That means a lot,” Jamie said sincerely. “I know this can’t be easy.”

Sarah let out a small laugh, though there was a hint of sadness. “No, it’s not. Then again, I’ve always been proud, maybe a little stubborn. It’s not easy for me to admit that someone else can give Beth the happiness I couldn’t. But seeing her with you—it’s clear she’s found what she needs. It’s hard for me to let go, but it helps knowing Beth is with someone I can respect.” She gave Jamie a wry smile. “You and I have a lot in common, you know.”

Jamie raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “Yeah?”

Sarah nodded, her smile widening. “We’re both loyal to a fault, a little intense, and I bet you don’t back down when you believe in something.”

Jamie smirked as she took another sip from her mug. “Guilty.”

They laughed, and the last of their lingering tension seemed to dissipate. Jamie felt a warmth settle over her, a feeling that went beyond respect—it was a sense of inclusion, of truly being welcomed into this family in a way she hadn’t expected.

Sarah sighed, glancing toward the hallway Lily had disappeared down.

“Take care of them,” Sarah said quietly, her voice a little raw. “Beth and Lily—they mean everything to me. I know it’s not my place anymore with Beth, but I’ll always care about her. I want to know they are both safe and loved.”

Jamie reached out, reassuringly touching Sarah’s hand. “You don’t have to worry about that. I care about them both so much.”

Sarah nodded. “Good. I’m glad to hear it.”

The heaviness of their conversation settled between them comfortably as they changed topics. Jamie asked Sarah about her most recent case, and Sarah asked Jamie about her upcoming move and Empwr Ventures. By the time Jamie finally stood to leave, there was a genuine warmth between them, an unspoken understanding that they were on the same team and wanted the best for the people they loved.

Jamie felt a deep sense of peace as she drove to Beth’s house. She was confident she genuinely had a place in Beth and Lily’s lives. Sarah’s acceptance felt like the final piece falling into place, affirming the sense of family Jamie had been building with Beth. She knew challenges would still be ahead but felt ready for them.

As twilight deepened, Jamie pulled into Beth’s driveway, the soft glow of the porch light welcoming her. She slid Beth’s key into the lock, a tiny thrill passing through her as the door clicked open. Stepping inside, Jamie breathed deep in the foyer. The faint scent of lavender and the quiet hum of the house made her chest tighten in the best way. She felt that familiar sense of peace she always found in Beth’s house. It was a feeling that had started small but had quickly grown into one she craved—a place where she belonged.


TWENTY-ONE
BETH


It was after midnight when Beth quietly unlocked the front door and stepped inside, the house bathed in stillness. She slipped off her shoes and quietly placed her keys in the dish by the door next to Jamie’s. She smiled at the thought—their cars next to each other in the driveway, their shoes beside each other by the door, their keys paired together in the dish. She liked all those things.

She padded softly through the darkened hallway, her bag hanging from one shoulder. Exhaustion clung to her, but it was a good kind of tired. Between traveling for work and the stunt Lily had pulled the day before, Beth couldn’t wait to crawl into bed and sleep—even more so knowing who was waiting for her. As she entered the bedroom, her eyes adjusted to the dim light streaming through the skylights, and she smiled faintly at the sight of Jamie curled up under the covers, her chest rising and falling in the deep rhythm of sleep.

She quietly slipped into the bathroom and quickly ran through her nightly skincare routine before climbing into bed with Jamie.

Beth moved carefully, not wanting to wake her, but Jamie’s voice broke through the quiet right as she thought she’d succeeded in her stealthy entrance.

“Careful,” Jamie murmured, her voice low and tinged with a teasing smile. “My girlfriend might see you and get jealous.”

Beth froze, Jamie’s word choice stopping her in her tracks. Girlfriend. The word echoed in her mind as a quiet thrill coursed through her. Her smile spread slowly and involuntarily before she’d even fully registered the word. Nestling closer to Jamie, Beth propped herself on one elbow as she gazed at Jamie’s face in the silver moonlight. “Your girlfriend, huh?” she echoed, as if testing the word to see if it was real and she had heard Jamie correctly.

Jamie’s eyes fluttered open, a cheeky smile curving her lips as she whispered back. “Yeah. Girlfriend.”

She grinned, feeling that small, traitorous flip in her chest at Jamie’s voice, so soft, so sure. The word didn’t just linger between them—it reshaped the space. Her arm slid instinctively around Jamie’s neck as she drew closer, her voice dipping to match the moment’s intimacy. “Mm-hmm,” she murmured, brushing her lips against Jamie’s in the lightest of kisses. “Girlfriend does feel pretty perfect.”

Jamie laughed against her lips, and it was impossible for Beth to not feel that surge of affection she always felt when Jamie laughed. She deepened the kiss, letting it linger, her fingers threading through Jamie’s hair as her heart raced. The world outside the room faded, leaving only the two of them in this fragile, breathtaking moment. The tenderness between them began to shift, melting into a different type of depth and commitment. Beth felt the faint press of Jamie’s hands on her waist, grounding her even as the spark between them flared, igniting with a quiet intensity that stole her breath.

She broke the kiss momentarily, her forehead resting against Jamie’s as her voice dropped to a whisper. “You have no idea how much I love hearing you say that.” She didn’t wait for Jamie to respond—she couldn’t. Her lips found Jamie’s again, more insistent this time as she poured everything into the kiss: her affection, longing, and gratitude for the woman lying beneath her.

Shifting her weight slightly, Beth slid on top of Jamie, blond waves falling around their faces like a curtain, casting them in their own private enclosure. Gentle hands slid up her back, under the loose-fitting T-shirt she had changed into. They were warm against her skin, the feeling pulling her further into Jamie.

She paused, catching Jamie’s eye. Jamie, who looked at her in a way no one ever had before, like she was in awe of her. Slowly, she traced her fingers along Jamie’s jaw, marveling at how natural and easy this felt. Her lips found Jamie’s again, trailing a path of soft, lingering kisses down to her collarbone. “Do you think your girlfriend would mind if I did this?” she teased, her voice a low murmur against Jamie’s skin.

Jamie let out a quiet laugh mixed with a sharp gasp as Beth found a particularly sensitive spot, the sound vibrating through her. “Oh, I think she’d be okay with it,” Jamie replied, threading her fingers threaded through Beth’s hair, pulling her closer.

Their laughter melted into silence as their kisses deepened, the moment between them building like a tide, rising and enveloping them completely. Every touch was a conversation, every kiss an unspoken word. Beth felt Jamie’s hands move down her back, her fingers tracing tantalizingly slow, deliberate lines that sent a flush of heat pooling low and urgent. Jamie’s fingers tugged at the thin fabric of her T-shirt, pulling it up and over her head.

She discarded the garment as Beth kneeled between Jamie’s legs that were spread for her, inviting Beth in. Reaching out gently, she traced the curve of Jamie’s jaw with a delicate finger, her eyes never leaving Jamie’s. They had had enough sex at this point that Beth knew precisely how to drive Jamie crazy, but that wasn’t her goal tonight. Tonight, she wanted Jamie to feel absolutely adored.

She hooked her fingers into the waistband of Jamie’s pajama shorts and, with some help, tugged them off. Her hands found Jamie’s silky thighs and spread them as she situated herself lower on the mattress. Jamie’s fingers tangled deeper in her hair, the sensation of nails scraping against her scalp heightening her own desire.

Beth smirked as she pressed her lips to Jamie’s inner thigh, letting out a long hot breath that spread across the sensitive skin. “How about this?” she breathed, her voice lower now teasing as her fingers brushed against Jamie’s damp heat. Her pulse quickened at the quiet gasp that escaped Jamie. God, she loved how responsive she was to every touch. A quiet moan escaped her as Jamie’s grip on her hair tightened, and her eyes fluttered shut. Beth pulled her hand back, and Jamie snapped her gaze back on her at the loss of contact. “And this,” she murmured, dropping her head and leaning closer as her tongue darted out to tease Jamie where her fingers had just been. The tang of her meeting her tastebuds as she circled her clit. “Would she be okay with that?”

“Fuck.”

The word escaped Jamie in a moan as she wiggled her hips, searching for more contact.

But Beth withdrew, kissing the soft skin of her inner thighs instead. She knew how much Jamie enjoyed being teased, and she’d be lying if she said she didn’t get great pleasure from being the one to do the teasing.

Jamie’s whine was needy. “Please,” she whispered.

That did it for Beth. To hear the want in Jamie’s voice. Who was she to deny her any longer.

The scent of Jamie was intoxicating as she pressed her tongue against her again. She loved knowing that she had been the one who had caused it.

Jamie squirmed under her touch as Beth lapped at her, expertly circling her clit over and over, the constant stream of Oh my God coming from Jamie indicating she was hitting all the right spots. Jamie’s breath hitched, nails dragging gently down Beth’s scalp, hips instinctively lifting off the mattress, which only made Beth grip her tighter. Her head tilted back against the pillow, exposing the elegant line of her throat, her lips parting in a quiet gasp as her body surrendered to Beth’s touch.

She wrapped her arms around Jamie’s thighs, pulling her closer—her tongue moving in long swipes as she devoured her—wanting to drown entirely in the depths of Jamie and never look back.

She wanted to be slow with her, to take her time and savor this moment, but the way Jamie’s fingers tugged at her hair told her it wasn’t the time for that. She moaned into Jamie, smiling as her hips moved against her in response to the sensation.

“Beth—oh—oh—right there—” Jamie struggled to string her words together as Beth flicked her tongue against her hardened clit, feeling the slight clenching of her strong thighs.

She did it again, a tiny thrill shooting through her at how Jamie unraveled beneath her touch. Beth locked eyes with Jamie, and the sheer vulnerability hit her like a tidal wave. How had she gotten so lucky—not just to have Jamie like this, but to be trusted with all of her, in every way that mattered? That trust humbled Beth as much as it ignited her.

Jamie groaned long and slow in the back of her throat as her release began to crest. Beth held her there, drinking in the way Jamie fell apart in her mouth, the quiet surrender in every shuddering breath and tightened grip on her hair. Beth couldn’t tear her gaze away as Jamie’s legs trembled around her, the sheer beauty of her unraveling drawing a soft, reverent smile to Beth’s lips. She loved this—giving Jamie exactly what she needed, exactly how she needed it.

For a minute, neither of them said anything as Jamie caught her breath. Beth stayed on her knees, her fingertips trailing lazy, looping patterns over the sensitive skin of Jamie’s inner thighs.

“Well, fuck me,” Jamie let out in a laugh, arm draped across her face as she collected herself.

“I believe I just did.” She smirked as she crawled her way up Jamie’s body, placing soft, open-mouthed kisses along her. Jamie wrapped her legs around Beth and snaked her arms around her neck, pulling her close.

Beth smiled, sinking into Jamie’s embrace as their breathing evened out. The word still lingered in her mind: girlfriend. It felt impossibly big and yet so simple, so natural, like everything else about Jamie. As she closed her eyes, resting her head against Jamie’s, Beth let herself settle into the quiet certainty of this moment—of them.

Beth stirred awake the next morning, stretching lazily, her hand instinctively reaching for the spot beside her. It was empty, and the sheets were cool to the touch. But, unlike the first time she’d woken to an empty bed after Jamie had stayed over, panic didn’t set in. Instead, a small smile tugged at her lips as the faint aroma of coffee drifted up from downstairs, accompanied by the soft hum of music.

She threw on a sweatshirt and followed the delicious smells, the rhythm of her steps slow and unhurried as she made her way to the stairs. Halfway down, she paused, taking in the sight below.

Jamie was in the kitchen, completely at ease as she moved between the stove and the counter. She knew exactly where everything was and seemed to glide effortlessly through the space. A Taylor Swift song played softly from her phone on the windowsill, the cheerful melody filling the air. Beth couldn’t quite place the song, but Jamie was humming along, the faintest smile curving her lips as she worked.

She had a dish towel slung casually over her shoulder, her hair pulled into a messy ponytail, exuding a level of lived-in comfort as she moved around the space. She felt a tug in her chest at the sight—she liked having Jamie around. Jamie turned, reaching for the spatula on the counter, her eyes landing on Beth, lingering at the edge of the staircase.

A grin immediately broke across Jamie’s features, brown eyes lighting up in that way that always seemed spread to her. “Hey, you.” She smiled. “Morning.” Her voice was warm and sounded like it carried the weight of a hundred quiet good-mornings yet to come.

“Morning,” Beth replied, softer than she usually did as she took the last few steps into the kitchen. She leaned against the counter, content to watch Jamie for another moment. “What’s all this?”

Jamie gestured toward the stove with a flourish. “I was planning on bringing you breakfast in bed,” she said, a teasing lilt in her voice. “But then you went and ruined the surprise.”

Beth crossed her arms, dawning a playful pout. “I’m the one who ruined the surprise? Who’s to say I didn’t have a surprise of my own waiting for you upstairs?” She slipped her arms around Jamie’s waist, her chin resting on her shoulder. “I promise you would have liked it,” she whispered, giving Jamie a quick squeeze.

She relished in Jamie’s hum of amusement as she stirred the contents of a pan. “I know I would have liked it, and trust me, I’m open to all surprises of that specific variety. But today, I’ve got you covered. And since you’re here now, I’d like to invite you to have breakfast with me.” She reached for a plate and began assembling what appeared to be scrambled eggs, toast, and a side of perfectly crisp bacon.

Beth swiped a piece of bacon before Jamie could stop her. “This is very domestic of you,” she teased, crunching loudly.

Jamie rolled her eyes but couldn’t hide her smile. “I’ve seen what you usually eat for breakfast. Coffee and a Pop-Tart is no way to start the day.”

“It’s not my fault they make them so addictive.” Beth giggled as she leaned back against the counter, watching Jamie as she worked. “So, what’s the plan for today?”

Jamie handed her the loaded plate, leaning her hip against the counter as she looked at Beth. “I’m going to swing by the gym for a bit. Lily wants help with a few things, and I promised her I’d be there.”

Beth’s heart tugged at the mention of Jamie prioritizing Lily again. Even after spending the weekend with her, Jamie was still carving out time to support her. It was impossible not to admire how naturally Jamie had slipped into Lily’s life.

“And after that?” Beth asked, keeping her tone casual.

Jamie hesitated, wiping her hands on the dish towel before meeting her gaze. “I’m going to get the keys to Amanda’s apartment from her while I’m at the gym. I figured I’d start moving some of my boxes over there this afternoon.”

Beth’s stomach lurched as she worked to keep her expression neutral. She knew Jamie planned to stay with Amanda temporarily while she searched for her own place. She forced a smile. “Right. That sounds like a good plan,” she said lightly.

Jamie studied her quietly for a moment before moving on, choosing—Beth assumed—not to say whatever was on her mind. A flash of sadness accompanied that realization. A part of her wished Jamie would acknowledge the shift in the air between them.

The thought of Jamie moving her things into Amanda’s spare room instead of into Beth’s house sat uncomfortably on her mind. She knew this had been Jamie’s plan all along. They had talked about her needing her own space, but it didn’t feel right anymore.

Jamie belonged here. With her.

The clatter of forks and knives against their plates filled the room as they ate, and Beth tried not to think about the question she was burning to ask Jamie.

Jamie tilted her head, studying her. “What about you? Any big plans for the day?”

Beth shrugged, trying to push away her earlier thoughts, but they still spun through her. “Mostly studio stuff. Cleaning, organizing, and shipping out a few prints. Nothing too exciting.”

Jamie smiled at her in a way that made Beth feel like Jamie could see right through her deflection but wasn’t going to call her on it.

“You know,” Beth found herself saying, “Lily is at Sarah’s until tomorrow. If you wanted to stay another night, you could.”

“You don’t say . . .” Jamie flashed her a grin. But Beth knew full well that Jamie already knew that. “Beth, I was always planning on coming back here tonight. Don’t worry.” She squeezed Beth’s hand gently as she stood to clear her plate.

Beth hesitated, her pulse suddenly loud in her ears.

If she was going to say it, it had to be now. She should tell Jamie that she could stay every night. Not just the ones that Lily wasn’t here. That Beth wanted to wake up and do this together every day forever with her.

Before she could convince herself otherwise, the words left her lips.

“Move in with me.”

Jamie, mid-motion, froze, her entire body tense.

Beth’s stomach dropped. Oh shit.

Jamie didn’t move for a second—too long of a second—before finally setting her plate down.

Beth swallowed. “I mean, you’re already here most nights, and you’re already lugging your stuff back and forth. And Lily—God, Jamie, she adores you. And I love the thought of doing this”—she motioned to the remnants of their shared breakfast—“every day with you.”

Jamie still wasn’t saying anything. God, why wasn’t she saying anything? Had she gone too far? Pushed too much? Had she completely misread where things were with the two of them?

Beth took a deep breath, trying to steady the nerves bubbling up. Jamie finally looked at her, and Beth felt like she might drown in in the silence.

Then Jamie ran a hand through her hair, sighing. “I’m not saying no,” she said carefully. “I just need to think about it.”

Her heart plummeted.

Not a no. But not a yes.

Beth nodded slowly, doing her best to push down the sting of disappointment.

Jamie must have seen it anyway, because she stepped closer, her voice gentler now. “Beth, it’s not that I don’t want to be here with you. It’s just—it’s a big step. And I want to make sure I’m doing it for the right reasons. Not just because it’s easier than moving in with Amanda.”

Beth blinked. “Jamie, do you really think I’d ask if I thought this was only about convenience?”

Jamie winced. “No, I know. That’s not what I meant.” A frustrated puff of breath left her as she rubbed at the back of her neck. “I’ve never done this before. Lived with someone like this. And you mean everything to me, and I—I really want to make sure I’m ready for that.”

They finished cleaning up the kitchen in silence, each lost in quiet thought. Was this always going to be their dynamic? Her reaching for more while Jamie slammed on the brakes? When would she finally push Jamie too far? She caught a puzzled expression on Jamie’s face as she stole a quick glance and couldn’t help but wonder where Jamie’s mind was right now.

“I’m going to head out,” Jamie said, after they had finished cleaning the kitchen. “Lily already texted me asking when I’d be at the gym.”

Beth trailed behind her as they entered the foyer, uncertain now if she should have even asked Jamie about moving in at all.

“Bye,” Jamie said, as she reached for the doorknob. “I love you.”

The words came from Jamie so effortlessly, so naturally, that it took a moment for both of them to process what had happened. Jamie froze, her hand hovering over the doorknob.

For a second, Beth thought she’d imagined it. She blinked, heart slamming against her ribs. I love you. Jamie had really said it—like it was the most natural thing in the world. Suddenly, the floor that had felt so unsteady beneath her earlier was beginning to solidify. Did Jamie realize what she’d said? Did she mean it? Beth stared at her, searching her expression for any sign of hesitation, like she had seen earlier, but she only saw quiet certainty. But how? “Did you . . .” she whispered, barely able to form the words. Taking a step closer.

Beth’s mind replayed the morning—the hesitation, the uncertainty. And yet, in this moment, there was no hesitation at all. And suddenly, Beth understood. Jamie wasn’t unsure of them. Just the step. But this—loving her—there was no fear in that.

Jamie turned slowly, her demeanor uncharacteristically nervous. “I did,” she said quietly, meeting Beth’s gaze.

Beth took a hesitant step forward, her pulse pounding in her ears. “Did you mean it?”

Jamie’s lips curved into the faintest smile. “I do,” she said, steady now. “I’ve known how I’ve felt for a while now, but . . .”

Beth didn’t let her finish. She was on Jamie instantly, her hands framing her face as she pressed her lips to hers. Jamie stumbled, her back hitting the wall as Beth kissed her fiercely, pouring every ounce of emotion she felt into it. She laughed, a little breathless from the kiss as she rested her forehead against Jamie’s. Her chest felt full, too full, like she couldn’t contain everything she was feeling. She’d imagined this moment before—wondered when or if Jamie would say those words—but nothing could have prepared her for how it felt. To hear it, to know Jamie meant it.

“I love you, too,” she whispered, her voice trembling around those four little words.

Jamie smiled, her hands settling on Beth’s hips as she tilted her head slightly, brushing her nose against Beth’s. “Good,” she murmured. “Because I wasn’t planning on taking it back.” Her smile faltered for a moment. “I still need to think about the moving-in thing,” she said softly, “but this?” She touched Beth’s cheek, thumb grazing over her skin. “This I’m sure about.”

Beth nodded, her heart aching in the best possible way. “That’s enough for now.”

She could wait. Jamie was already hers, and that was enough.


TWENTY-TWO
JAMIE


“Hi, Jamie. This is Jenna from Dr. Albrights’s office calling to confirm your mammogram appointment on Thursday, April 19th, at 2 p.m. Please call us back if you need to make any changes to the appointment. Otherwise, we’ll see you Thursday.”

The voicemail ended, and Jamie pulled the phone away from her ear, a swell of panic rising up inside of her. She sat at the island counter in Beth’s kitchen, gray light filtering in through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

For the first time, the dreaded annual mammogram appointment had slipped Jamie’s mind. Usually, the mark on her calendar every year taunted her, threatened her with the possibility that time would finally catch up to her.

She instantly felt sick at that thought as she reached out for the glass of water in front of her, but instead of grasping the cup, she bumped it, sending it rolling across the counter before it dropped to the floor with a crash.

“Shit!” Jamie muttered in panic, as shards scattered, glinting under the light. She quickly lifted her computer out of the reach of the pool of water expanding across the counter.

Her pulse was racing, chest constricting. It was just a glass. But the sound of the shatter seemed to reverberate in her skull, growing louder and louder.

“Jamie?” Beth’s voice came from the hallway, light with concern. Footsteps followed, and then Beth appeared in the doorway, wiping her hands on the paint-stained apron she always wore while working in her studio. Her brow furrowed as she took in the scene. “What happened? Are you okay?”

Jamie didn’t look up as she set aside her laptop, hands moving to grab paper towels. “I’m fine,” she lied, as she tried to clean up the mess she had made. “Dropped a glass.”

Beth stepped closer, her voice softening. “Hey, it’s okay. Let me help you⁠—”

“I said I’m fine,” Jamie snapped, her tone slicing the air between them. She immediately winced at the sound of her voice, staying focused instead on sweeping the shards into a pile with her hand wrapped in a paper towel. Her movements were quick, almost frantic.

It had only been a week since Beth had asked her to move in, and Jamie had hesitated—not saying no, but also not saying yes. Things were still delicate between them. Jamie had barely been able to stomach the look of disappointment on Beth’s face, and since then, her stomach had been twisted into a permanent knot with the fear of continuing to let Beth down.

Beth stopped in her tracks. She could hear the concern in her voice when she spoke, which only made her guilt worse. “Jamie, you’re going to cut yourself. Let me grab the dustpan.”

“I’ve got it,” Jamie said tightly, her jaw clenching as she avoided Beth’s gaze. She knew how she must be coming off right now—tense, flustered, entirely out of sorts over such a minor accident—but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. Her hands trembled as she reached for another shard, and her stomach twisted when she saw a tiny smear of red bloom on the paper towel.

Beth crossed the room in a few quick steps, kneeling beside her. “You’re bleeding,” she said gently, reaching for Jamie’s hand. “Let me⁠—”

“I said I’ve got it!” Jamie jerked her hand back, the words coming out way too loud. She stood abruptly, tossing the paper towel onto the counter. “It’s a broken glass, Beth. I don’t need you hovering.”

Beth rocked back slightly, her face shifting from concern to something more guarded. She rose slowly, keeping her voice calm. “I’m not hovering. I’m trying to help.”

“If I wanted help, I would have asked for it,” Jamie bit out, her hands bracing on the counter as she stared at the shattered remains of the glass on the floor. Every muscle in her felt like it was clenching, bracing for retaliation.

But it didn’t come, at least not in the explosive way Jamie expected. Beth just folded her arms, her expression carefully strained. “Okay. Clearly, you’ve got this. Sorry for trying to be helpful,” she bit back.

Jamie laughed, but there was no humor in it. “Is that what this is? I don’t need to be coddled, Beth. I dropped a glass. It’s not a big deal.” No. No. No. She shook her head, the words tumbling out before she could stop them.

Beth’s lips pressed into a thin line, her voice quieter now but no less firm. “This isn’t about the glass, is it, Jamie? Talk to me.”

Jamie turned away, running a hand through her hair as she paced toward the sink. She should tell Beth about the mammogram. She knew Beth would be understanding but couldn’t bring herself to do it. “There’s nothing to talk about.”

Beth took a slow breath as Jamie moved toward the trash can, taking a step closer to her, reaching out to touch her forearm. “You’ve been on edge all week. I have my guesses as to what’s happening, but I don’t know for sure unless you let me in.”

Beth’s big blue eyes implored her to open up, but she couldn’t. The words she wanted to say felt thick and sticky in her throat, her pulse pounding louder with each passing second. She tried to explain, but the words were tangled and too messy to unravel. Instead, she clenched her fists and turned to Beth, her voice cold. “Not everything is a deep, emotional crisis. Sometimes people have bad days.”

Beth blinked, visibly taken aback by the venom in her words. “You’re right,” she said carefully. “Not everything is a crisis. But this”—she gestured vaguely toward Jamie—“isn’t just a bad day. You’re shutting me out, Jamie, and I don’t know why.”

She clenched her jaw as she shook her head, her frustration boiling. “You’re reading too much into this. It’s fine. I’m fine. Can we drop it?”

Beth hesitated, her eyes searching Jamie’s face as if trying to decide whether to push further. Finally, she stepped back, her expression hardening. “Fine. If that’s what you want.”

Jamie’s stomach twisted at the disappointment in Beth’s voice. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to say anything else, even though an apology already ran on an endless loop of I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry in her head. The tension in the room was suffocating, pressing down on her like a weight she couldn’t escape.

“I need some air,” she muttered, grabbing her jacket. She didn’t wait for Beth to respond, instead striding toward the front door with quick, uneven steps.

As she stepped outside, the cool air hit her, cutting through the haze in her mind. She stood on the porch, her hands gripping the railing as she tried to steady her breathing. Her mind raced with fragments of the fight.

Why had she snapped like that? It wasn’t Beth’s fault. None of this was Beth’s fault.

Jamie exhaled sharply, her grip on the railing tightening. God, the power this one stupid appointment had over her. Still, she had forgotten about it until the doctor’s office had called to confirm her appointment. But the truth was now clawing its way to the surface, refusing to be ignored. This appointment scared the shit out of her, and no matter how much she tried to bury it, that fear had a way of seeping into everything else, including her and Beth.

She closed her eyes, her heart aching as she mentally replayed how she’d snapped at Beth and stormed out. This wasn’t who she wanted to be—not with Beth or anyone—but she didn’t know how to stop herself.

Taking a shaky breath, Jamie turned and walked down the steps, her feet carrying her away from the house. She needed to clear her head to figure out how to untangle the mess inside her before it got too big and risked pushing Beth away further. She wasn’t quite ready to talk to Beth, not yet. But Lily—Lily she could show up for.

Jamie hopped in the car and made her way to PGTC and spent the remainder of the day working with Lily. She leaned against the padded wall, arms crossed as her eyes tracked Lily’s movements on the beam. The faint hum of chalky air and rhythmic sounds of feet hitting mats filled the space, punctuated occasionally by the loud, commanding voices of the other coaches instructing younger gymnasts. Jamie, however, said nothing, her silence deliberate. She watched as Lily steadied herself, adjusting her arms into perfect alignment before flipping backward into a layout stepout. The landing was solid—clean, even—but Jamie could see the tightness in Lily’s shoulders, the hesitation in her execution.

“Relax your arms,” Jamie called. “Trust your momentum to carry you through. If you’re too stiff, you’re fighting yourself.”

Lily rolled her shoulders, shaking her hands as she adjusted her stance for the next pass. She glanced over at Jamie, blue eyes searching for confirmation. Jamie met her gaze and gave her a slight nod. No words, only a look that said You’ve got this.

She launched into the following combination, and her movements flowed seamlessly this time, Lily’s back handspring feeding naturally into her full twist dismount. She landed with a satisfying thud, her feet sticking firmly to the mat.

Jamie’s lips curved into a faint smile. “Better,” she said, pushing off the wall and walking toward her.

Lily turned to face her, her chest rising and falling as she caught her breath. “It still feels off,” she muttered, tugging at the edge of her leotard. “The timing on the handspring isn’t right. It’s throwing off the twist.”

“Your timing’s fine,” Jamie replied. “You’re overthinking it. The second you start questioning yourself, you hesitate. And hesitation? That’s where mistakes happen.”

Lily pressed her lips together, clearly unsatisfied with the answer. Jamie could see the wheels turning in her head, the familiar churn of self-critique that never seemed to stop. It was like seeing her reflection in a mirror showing her a version of her younger self when she was grinding through routines, striving for perfection, feeling like nothing was ever good enough.

But then Lily surprised her.

Instead of letting the frustration settle, she squared her shoulders, her jaw setting with quiet determination. “Okay,” she said, her voice steady. “Let’s go again.”

Jamie blinked. She’s tougher than I was at her age, she thought. It wasn’t toughness, though—it was quieter. Lily had a calmness, a self-assuredness that Jamie had always struggled to find as a teenager. Where Jamie’s drive had been fueled by fear of failure, fear of disappointing others, fear of missing her time, Lily’s drive seemed rooted in something more substantial: her belief in herself.

“All right,” Jamie said, stepping back to give her space, pointing to the beam. “But this time, I want you to add the aerial before the layout stepout. You’ve been practicing it on the low beam for weeks; it’s time to see how it feels in the full routine.”

Lily’s eyes widened slightly, and for a moment, Jamie thought she might push back. “That’s a huge jump in difficulty,” Lily said, her voice measured.

“It is,” Jamie agreed. “But you can handle it.”

Lily wavered, glancing at the beam as if measuring it against herself. Jamie could practically see the thoughts racing through her mind—the doubt, the calculations, the what-ifs.

“I wouldn’t suggest it if I didn’t think you were ready,” Jamie added, her tone softer now. “But it’s your call. I trust you to decide.”

That did it. Lily’s expression shifted, the uncertainty fading as determination took its place. She nodded once, lips pressing into a focused line.

Jamie stepped back again, giving her the room she needed. She watched as Lily chalked her hands, preparing herself. There was no rush, no sign of the nervousness that had plagued her in earlier competitions. When Lily stepped onto the beam, her posture was confident, almost regal.

The gym seemed to quiet as Lily began her routine. Movements precise, her rhythm fluid as she flowed from one element to the next. When she reached the aerial, Jamie’s body tensed instinctively as if she were the one about to attempt it.

Lily soared, her body arcing gracefully through the air before landing with a slight wobble. But she recovered instantly, her focus unbroken as she continued into the layout stepout. By the time she reached the dismount, her momentum was perfect, her full twist sticking solidly to the mat.

The gym erupted into scattered applause from other gymnasts and coaches who had stopped to watch. Lily turned, her face flushed with exertion but glowing with satisfaction.

Jamie couldn’t help but grin. “Now that,” she said, walking over, “is how you separate yourself from the pack.”

Lily’s smile widened, her confidence radiating. “It felt good,” she admitted, brushing chalk off her thighs. “A little scary, but good.”

Jamie nodded, resting a hand on her shoulder. “That’s how it’s supposed to feel. The good stuff? It’s always a little scary at first.”

Lily prepared for another pass as Jamie crossed her arms and leaned back against the wall, a faint smile on her lips that quickly faded when she felt her phone buzzing with an incoming text.

Beth 6:15 PM


Hey, you left me hanging there. I know you need space, but I’d like to talk more about what happened earlier.




As Jamie tucked her phone away, still avoiding Beth’s text, she heard the telltale click of dress heels against the polished floors beyond the metal doors. She glanced up as Sarah entered, scanning the space with her usual calm precision. She always seemed a little out of place here—dressed in business attire while the rest of the gym was all movement, chalk dust, and athletic gear. But Sarah carried herself like someone who had never once felt out of place anywhere.

Jamie straightened slightly, nodding in greeting. “Hey,” she said, keeping her tone casual. “Lily’s finishing up a routine. She’ll be ready in a minute.”

Sarah nodded, her eyes glancing to where Lily was at the chalk bin. A smile flickered across her face before she turned back to Jamie. “She looks good.”

“She is looking really good,” Jamie agreed. “In great shape for Kansas City next weekend.”

Sarah hummed in agreement. “She trusts you,” she said, a simple statement that landed heavily on Jamie.

Jamie glanced over, brow furrowing slightly at Sarah’s tone. There was something measured about it, deliberate almost. She knew Sarah well enough now to know that Sarah wasn’t the type of person to waste her words. Before she could question it, Sarah shifted gears.

“Beth mentioned you two had a conversation recently,” she said casually.

Jamie stiffened slightly. “Did she?”

Sarah nodded as if it was the most natural thing in the world. “She said she asked you to move in.”

Jamie felt her stomach churn. Of course Beth had told Sarah. Jamie knew that. It made sense. Lily was part of this, and Sarah had a right to know. But hearing it out loud made Jamie uneasy. She hadn’t been ready to talk about it then and wasn’t sure she was ready now.

“She did,” Jamie said carefully.

Sarah glanced at her, expression unreadable. “Big step.”

“Yeah.” Jamie huffed a quiet laugh.

Sarah nodded again, pausing before saying, “Beth doesn’t rush into things. But once she knows what she wants? She doesn’t let go easily.”

Jamie swallowed. “I know.”

Sarah tilted her head slightly. “That’s what makes her easy to love,” she mused, as she examined her perfectly manicured nails. “And hard to lose if you mess it up.”

Jamie stilled. The words weren’t pointed, not exactly. They weren’t a warning or a judgment. Just an observation. A neutral statement left to hang in the air and settle wherever it was meant to land.

She shifted her weight, suddenly feeling like Sarah was looking straight through her.

Before Jamie could find a response, Sarah glanced back toward the beam. “Lily’s lucky to have you here,” she said. “She needed someone who thinks like her. That was never me or Beth.”

Jamie, relieved at the change in subject, nodded. “Yeah. I was her once so I get it.”

Sarah nodded, pausing. “I know. And you turned out alright.”

Jamie snorted, shaking her head. “Debatable, but thank you.”

Sarah smirked slightly. “You did and I’m not in the nature of doling out compliments, so take that for what it is,” she said, her tone quieter now. Then, as smoothly as she had arrived, she straightened, shifting back into that lawyer-like composure. “I’ll get out of your way. Just wanted to check in.”

Jamie nodded once, watching as Sarah turned toward Lily, who had finished her set and was walking over.

“Ready?” Sarah asked.

Lily nodded, pulling on her sweatshirt. “Yeah. Can we stop for food on the way home?”

Sarah glanced at Jamie. “Want to come?”

Jamie hesitated but shook her head. “I’m good. You two go ahead.”

Sarah didn’t push. She gave a simple nod before looking at Jamie one last time. “See you around.”

“Bye, Jamie! I’ll call you and Mom tonight before bed.” Lily waved as she and Sarah headed toward the exit.

Jamie let out a long sigh as she watched them go, Sarah’s words still circling in her mind: Beth doesn’t rush. That’s what makes her easy to love. And hard to lose.

Jamie didn’t think Sarah had meant it as a warning.

But it felt like one.


TWENTY-THREE
BETH


Beth barely glanced up when she heard the front door open and close. She recognized Jamie’s footsteps instantly—the steady thud of sneakers against hardwood, the brief pause near the entryway, the quiet exhale. But she didn’t go to greet her. Not this time.

If Jamie wanted to talk to her so badly, she would have to come to her.

Her hands worked methodically, wrapping a print in crisp tissue paper before sliding it into a shipping tube. The studio smelled like ink and cardboard. The rhythmic motion of packing orders usually grounded her, but tonight, irritation sat heavy in her chest. Jamie had walked out on her earlier, avoided her text, and now she was back like nothing had happened.

Beth tightened the twine around the next package a little harder than necessary.

She heard Jamie moving through the house—pausing, maybe listening for her—before the sound of her footsteps neared the studio. A moment later, Jamie appeared in the doorway, her dark eyes scanning Beth’s workspace.

She didn’t look up from where she was working as she braced herself for awkwardness, but a faint rustling caught her attention. She lifted her head and noticed the takeout bag in Jamie’s hand.

“I come bearing takeout and an apology,” Jamie said, her voice soft and rueful as she leaned against the door frame. Brown curls tumbled over her shoulders, and her body seemed relaxed, more comfortable than she had been earlier.

Beth was unable to help the way her lips twitched toward a smile at the sight of Jamie, which Jamie took as permission to enter. She set the takeout bag on the worktable before stepping closer and reaching for Beth’s hands.

Beth let her take them, enjoying the warmth of their fingers intertwined.

“I’m sorry for earlier,” Jamie said, her thumbs brushing over her knuckles. “For shutting down and for running. I got scared, and I defaulted to what I always do. But I don’t want to keep making that choice.” Her voice carried the certainness Beth had learned was so Jamie when she really decided she was doing something. “I know it doesn’t serve us. I know it doesn’t serve me. And I’m working on changing that pattern.”

Beth blinked. She hadn’t expected Jamie to come back with that kind of honesty. She had expected to have to convince Jamie to see her point of view, to beg her to understand, but not this.

“Jamie,” she started, searching her face.

Jamie offered a small, self-conscious smile. “I’d love to tell you more about where my head’s been recently,” she said.

Beth studied her for a long beat, still feeling the remnants of her frustration, but they were fading away into a softness. Jamie was here. She was showing up. She wasn’t running from her.

She squeezed Jamie’s hands lightly, pulling away and reaching for the takeout bag. “I’d like that,” she said, “but first, food.”

Jamie breathed her relief, smile growing as she followed Beth toward the kitchen.

By the time they finished dinner, the sky had deepened into a rich navy, the last hints of daylight fading along the horizon. The air was crisp, carrying the scent of pine and salt from the water. Beth led Jamie down to the dock, their bare feet quiet against the weathered wood. The day had been unseasonably warm and sunny by Pacific Northwest standards.

She settled onto the edge of the dock, legs crossed beneath her as she reached into her pocket, producing a small metal tin. Turning back to Jamie, she held it up with a sly smile.

“A little end-of-the-night relaxation,” Beth said, shaking the tin slightly.

Jamie let out a surprised laugh. “You smoke?”

“Occasionally,” she said, with a shrug, her grin widening. She plucked out one of the joints. “I figured tonight might be a good night for it.”

“You’re full of surprises, aren’t you?”

“You have no idea,” Beth teased, lighting the joint with practiced ease, inhaling deeply before offering it to Jamie. “This,” she said, the smoke curling around them, “is how I like to unwind when my thoughts feel too complicated.”

Beth watched as Jamie’s lips wrapped around the joint and she pulled slowly, letting the smoke sit in her lungs before releasing it into the night and passing it back to Beth.

Beth leaned back on her palms, watching Jamie and wanting nothing more than to understand where her mind was at. “So, talk to me.”

Jamie didn’t speak, dark eyes looking out over the water, fingers tapping gently against her thigh. She took another slow drag, and Beth could tell she was trying to buy herself a little more time. For Jamie, she had nothing but her time to give. “This feels so stupid to say out loud,” Jamie said softly, passing the joint back to her.

“Nothing you have to say is ever stupid,” Beth reminded.

A stretch of silence followed her words, before Jamie found her courage. “I got a call from my doctor today. When I was in the kitchen earlier.”

Her eyes widened with understanding. “Oh.”

Jamie nodded, gaze fixed on the water. “My annual mammogram. It’s next week.” She let out a slow breath, shaking her head. “I completely forgot about it.”

Beth frowned slightly. “That’s good, right?” She paused, watching Jamie’s jaw strain and her fingers tighten around the joint. “Isn’t it?”

“No. Because when I remembered, it hit me twice as hard. And that scared me more than the appointment itself.”

Beth stayed quiet.

Jamie swallowed hard but kept speaking. “It’s the thing I dread most every year. Like a kind of morbid New Years celebration. If I pass—lucky me, I get another year.” Her smile was weak as she let out a shaky laugh. “Sorry, the dark humor really kicks in when I try and talk about all of this.”

She reached out and placed her hand on Jamie’s thigh, rubbing gently. Encouraging her to continue.

“But this year? It slipped my mind. I’ve been so fucking happy that I completely forgot, Beth.” Jamie shifted, turning to face her, one leg dangling off the end of the dock. “But the second I answered that call, it was like being yanked back underwater. All the fear, all the what-ifs—it hit me all at once, because what if this is when my time is finally up?” she choked out.

Jamie hung her head, quickly wiping at her cheeks—she was crying and trying to hide it. Beth immediately leaned forward, wrapping her arms around Jamie, pulling her close.

“I can’t even imagine what that felt like for you,” she said softly into her hair.

She knew Jamie’s fears about her cancer history, but they had seemed so abstract in the ways the two of them had talked about them, not concrete or real, not in this way. But now, she could truly see the toll this mental burden was taking on Jamie.

Beth dropped her arms, taking one of Jamie’s hands in hers, her thumb rubbing small circles.

“I love this life we’re building,” Jamie continued. “I love you, I love Lily, I love us. But I’m so fucking scared that I’ll be the reason it all comes crashing down.”

Beth inhaled slowly, the buzz from the joint filling her chest as she chose her words carefully. “I understand why you’re scared, Jamie. God, you have every right to be scared. But do you see what you’re doing?”

Jamie’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

Beth shifted, resting her elbows on her knees. “You’re afraid of something terrible happening someday, maybe and trying to protect yourself—understandably so. But in doing that, acting from that place of fear of what might happen in the future is damaging what we have now, in this moment.”

Jamie’s shoulders dropped and sadness filled her eyes.

Beth softened. “I know you think you’re protecting yourself. But I need you to understand that shutting me out isn’t just hurting you—it’s hurting us.”

Jamie met her eyes, and as she did, she nodded, dark curls swaying with the movement.

A long silence stretched between them, the only sound the soft lapping of water against the dock as the joint was quietly passed back and forth. She watched as Jamie opened and closed her mouth a few times, trying to get words out that wouldn’t come to her, and she nervously rubbed her hands over her thighs. Beth reached out, taking a hand in hers and squeezing it gently. She didn’t have the power to take away Jamie’s fear—she knew that. But she had the power to help her feel less alone as she navigated its complex waters.

“Would you come with me?”

Beth blinked. “Where? To your appointment?”

“Yeah. I mean, I usually go alone. I always have. But I don’t think I want to this time.”

“Of course I’ll go,” she answered quickly. Like she would ever say anything but yes.

“Thank you, not just for coming, but for”—she shrugged—“for just being you, and being someone I can talk to about this.”

Beth smiled softly. “That’s the cool thing about us being girlfriends now is you never have to do anything alone, ever again if you don’t want to.”

Jamie laughed, that smile Beth had been trying to coax out of her appearing. She brought Beth’s hand to her lips, pressing a kiss against her knuckles. “I’m learning that.”

She knew this wasn’t an instant fix. Jamie’s fears wouldn’t disappear overnight. But this? Jamie asking for help? Letting her in?

It was a step. A big one.

She scooted closer, nestling herself up against Jamie’s frame, and Jamie instinctively wrapped her arms around her as they gazed at the dark water.

The following Thursday came quickly, and she found herself perched on a standard-issue doctor’s office sofa that was too stiff, with floral patterns that she supposed were meant to be calming. She took in the room around her, cataloging the various shades of taupe and blush pinks. Calming artworks with abstract swaths of color adorned the walls, creating the illusion of decor. It was all kind of sad—an artificial environment meant to trick the brain into calmness.

Beth had never given much thought to mammograms.

She had gotten her first one the year before, at forty, just a routine screening—her doctor had recommended it as a preventative measure. She hadn’t been nervous. Hadn’t thought much about it at all, really. It had been another appointment to check off her list, like a dental cleaning or an annual physical. But as she sat beside Jamie in the hospital waiting room, she realized how naive that had been.

Jamie hadn’t spoken much on the ride over. Beth had let her be, filling the silence with music and sneaking occasional glances at Jamie. The nervous energy was beneath the surface, but Jamie held herself together the way she always did—tight, composed, and in control.

Now, sitting shoulder to shoulder in the waiting area, she saw the cracks forming.

Jamie was gripping the armrests of the chair too tightly. Her shoulders were rigid, her leg bouncing slightly, a nervous tick Beth rarely saw in her. The air smelled like antiseptic and freshly brewed coffee from the cart down the hall, and the fluorescent lights overhead were harsh and impersonal.

She instinctively slid her hand over Jamie’s knee, causing her to still, and she gave a gentle squeeze. Their eyes met, and she attempted to pass a silent reassurance between them. A door opened, drawing their attention, and a nurse called Jamie’s name. A small breath escaped Jamie before she pushed herself up to stand.

Beth stood too.

“I’ve got to do this part solo,” she said, with a small smile. Beth knew that. She wrapped her arms around Jamie anyway.

“I love you. You’ve got this. I’ll be right here when you’re done.”

Jamie’s eyes met hers. Beth knew she couldn’t go with her, but she wanted to. More than anything, she wanted to hold Jamie’s hand, to be there in that cold, sterile room and remind her that she wasn’t alone. But this was something Jamie had to do on her own.

Beth reached out, letting her fingers brush against Jamie’s wrist before curling around her hand.

Jamie nodded once, letting out the breath she had been holding, and then she was gone, disappearing through double doors.

Beth sat back down, trying to ignore the hollow feeling in her chest. She folded her hands in her lap, glancing around the waiting room, and that’s when she really started to notice.

A woman across from her was clutching a rosary, her lips moving in silent prayer. Her hands trembled slightly as she rolled the beads between her fingers.

To Beth’s left, another woman—probably in her early forties—was bouncing her knee uncontrollably, her arms crossed tightly over her chest. She was staring at the floor, her expression unreadable but tense.

Everywhere Beth looked, someone was waiting—for answers, for reassurance, for news that could change everything.

And Jamie had been doing this by herself every year since she was twenty-four.

A lump formed in her throat as that fact landed. Jamie had never once let on how much these appointments took out of her. But now, sitting here—watching, waiting—Beth felt it.

This wasn’t just an annual routine.

This was a gamble, a test of time.

For Jamie, these appointments weren’t about prevention. They were about survival. Beth had never had to think about that before.

She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. All she could do now was wait.

An hour later, the water stretched wide around them, dark and endless, the gentle rocking of the ferry rhythmic beneath their feet. The Seattle skyline shimmered in the distance, golden lights reflecting against the inky surface of the Sound. It was peaceful, almost eerily so, given how heavy Beth’s heart still felt.

Jamie stood beside her at the railing, staring out at the water. She hadn’t said much since they’d walked out of the hospital, only that everything had gone as expected and that she would get her results in a week or so.

Beth hadn’t pushed for more. She knew that wasn’t what Jamie needed. She needed her to be there for her to lean on when she was ready.

She slipped an arm around Jamie’s waist, pressing herself into her side.

Jamie’s body eased into the touch, into her.

Beth nuzzled into her shoulder, her voice barely above the wind. “I’m proud of you.”

“For what?”

She pulled back enough to meet Jamie’s eyes. “For showing up. For doing this, year after year, even though I know how much it scares you. For carrying all of this alone, even when you don’t have to.” She squeezed Jamie’s side gently. “You’re so much stronger than you give yourself credit for.”

Jamie’s throat bobbed. “It doesn’t feel like strength,” she admitted.

“I think that’s what makes it real,” she said, her chest aching at the quiet honesty in Jamie’s voice. “You’re not fearless, Jamie. But you still show up every day. You show up for me, for Lily. You show up for yourself. And that’s what makes you the strongest person I know.”

Jamie inhaled sharply, like she was about to respond, but then she nodded, her hand slipping out of her pocket to thread her fingers through Beth’s.

Beth held on, letting the calm wind whip around them, the ferry cutting through the dark water, and together, they stood in silence, each comforted by the presence of the other.

“Hey, Beth,” Jamie said, so softly Beth almost missed it. “Thanks for coming today. Everything feels more manageable when you’re around.”

Beth felt the smile spread through her. “I’m always here for you, Jamie. That’s what we do for the people we love.”

A comfortable silence stretched between them again, their fingers still laced together, and Beth couldn’t help but find Jamie’s warm grip to be grounding. She wanted to give Jamie the space she needed, but she could feel the shift already moving beneath the surface.

She felt it in the way Jamie’s thumb absently brushed over the back of her hand. In the way her breath hitched, barely noticeable, before she exhaled again.

Beth turned slightly, watching her. “What is it?” she asked softly.

Jamie swallowed, her eyes fixed on the dark water ahead, like she was searching for the right words in the waves. She tightened her grip, like she needed the anchor. She opened her mouth once, then closed it again before letting out a slow breath, shifting her weight. Then, finally, she said . . .

“I want to move in with you.”

“You want to what?” she said, before she even processed Jamie’s words as her fingers instinctively tightened around Jamie’s. She had let herself believe this might take longer, that Jamie still needed more time. But now Jamie was standing in front of her, saying the thing she had so badly wanted to hear.

Jamie turned to her now, eyes steady, even as Beth saw the nerves flicker beneath the surface. “I want to move in with you,” she repeated, firmer this time. “I know I hesitated before, and I know I hurt you by not having an answer when you asked. But it wasn’t because I didn’t want to. It was because I was scared.”

Jamie licked her lips, shaking her head slightly. “I’ve been scared of so many things, Beth. Of rushing. Of screwing this up. Of waking up one day and realizing I let myself have too much, that I let myself be too happy, and then having it all ripped away.” She let out a breath, shaking her head at herself. “But today—sitting in that waiting room, knowing you were there waiting for me—it hit me.” Jamie’s voice dropped, quiet but sure. “I don’t want to spend any more time being scared of something that hasn’t happened. I don’t want to keep holding back just because I might lose you someday, when the truth is, if I keep shutting you out—if I keep letting fear make my choices for me—I’ll lose you anyway, and that’s not what I want.”

Beth felt her throat tighten, her eyes stinging. “Jamie . . .”

Jamie exhaled, her other hand coming up to cradle Beth’s face. “I don’t want to be careful with this anymore. I want to come home to you every night. I want to wake up with you every morning. I want to build a home together—our space, our life.” She swallowed hard, her voice cracking slightly. “I want you every day, for as long as I get to have you.”

A disbelieving smile broke through as she cupped Jamie’s hand over her cheek.

“You’re sure?” she whispered, even though she already knew the answer.

Jamie let out a soft, breathy laugh, like she couldn’t believe Beth even had to ask. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

She didn’t give her a chance to say anything else before surging forward, capturing Jamie’s lips in a kiss that was as much relief as it was love, her hands tangling in Jamie’s curls as she pulled her in closer. Jamie kissed her back just as fiercely, her grip on Beth tightening like she was holding onto something she planned to never let go of.

When they finally pulled back, foreheads resting together, she couldn’t help her own laugh. “You know, you really buried the lede there.”

“I like to keep things interesting.” Jamie grinned, eyes crinkling at the corners.

Beth shook her head fondly before nudging Jamie’s nose with hers. “You’re really doing this? Moving in?”

“I am.”

Beth exhaled slowly, letting the moment settle deep in her chest before whispering, “Welcome home, Jamie,” just as Bainbridge Island came into view, the small pinpricks of light growing larger as the ferry approached.

Jamie turned to her, her smile now stretched broadly across her face, voice steady in a way that left no room for doubt. “Yeah,” she murmured. “Home.”

Beth let the word settle, let it fill her chest the way Jamie always did. She had waited for this. For Jamie to choose this, choose them. And now, finally, she had.


TWENTY-FOUR
JAMIE


Jamie shut the car door quietly, mindful of the early morning stillness. Dew slicked the driveway, and the sky was starting to blush with dawn. When she glanced back, Beth was in the doorway, barefoot, wrapped in one of Jamie’s old sweatshirts—messy-haired but smiling. She gave a small wave, which Beth returned as she climbed into the car, where Lily was already waiting for her.

She stole a quick glance at the girl beside her. Lily was still waking up, her hair pulled into a loose braid, her gym bag slumped at her feet. She looked younger like this, and the closer they had become over the last few months, the more she appreciated Lily for who she was, not just the gymnastics phenom whose name was suddenly everywhere in their world.

“You better start waking up,” Jamie said, as she backed out of the driveway.

Lily groaned, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “Ugh, I know.”

The drive to the training center was short, but the silence between them felt anything but empty. Jamie had learned early on that Lily wasn’t much for small talk in the mornings, but neither was Jamie. Whenever she stayed at Beth’s and Lily had been there, Jamie always took her to the gym in the morning, even if it wasn’t a day where she could stay and work with Lily. She liked doing it. She knew Beth wasn’t a morning person, and this was a way for her to take something off her plate.

“So, when are you officially moving in?” Lily asked, her voice cutting through the soft hum of the car’s engine.

They told Lily a few days after she and Beth had talked on the ferry about Jamie moving in and were met with absolute excitement.

“I told you, Lil, after you get back from your competition in Kansas City—sometime next week.”

“Are you sure you can’t come? I don’t know how I feel about competing without you there.”

Jamie glanced over, surprised by this admission from Lily. She had spent years convincing herself she wasn’t the kind of person people relied on—not really. But hearing that from Lily? Knowing she mattered like that? That hit her differently.

“I’m sorry, Lils. I’ve got that big work meeting.” She genuinely was sorry. She hated missing it. But she and Shannon were gearing up for the launch of Empwr, which was set for the coming Friday. “But don’t think for a minute I won’t be watching. Your mom is going to FaceTime the whole thing for me. And I’ll be watching online, too, because we both know she’s not the best at holding the camera still.”

That made Lily laugh, and Jamie loved her laugh. It was infectious as it bubbled up. Before Jamie knew it, she was smiling, too. “Besides, you did pretty amazing in Austin, even when you thought I wasn’t there.”

“I don’t know,” Lily said softly, twisting the bag strap around her fingers. “It just . . . didn’t feel like a competition.”

Surprise crept into Jamie’s words. “Third in the all-around, first on the floor, beating half the national team—and it didn’t feel like a competition?”

Lily shrugged, but Jamie caught the faintest flicker of a smile. “I mean, it was great. I didn’t feel nervous. Not like I used to get before.”

Jamie tightened her grip on the steering wheel. That was new. The Lily she’d first started coaching had been full of fire but equally as full of doubt, unsure whether she belonged among the best. Now, though? Now there was something different in her tone.

“That’s a good thing,” Jamie said carefully. “Nerves are fine, but confidence? That’s what sets you apart.”

Lily shifted in her seat. “You think so?”

“I know so. You’re proving that every time you step out there. You’ve got people talking about you—people who don’t usually talk about first-years.”

Lily didn’t respond immediately, but Jamie caught the slight straightening of her shoulders, the way her gaze focused on the road ahead. It reminded Jamie of herself at that age—the quiet hunger to prove herself, the belief that being good wasn’t enough.

They fell into another comfortable silence until Jamie pulled into the lot outside PGTC. As she parked, she turned to Lily. “Alright. What’s your focus today?”

“Beam,” Lily said immediately, unbuckling her seatbelt.

Jamie smiled at the lack of hesitation and uncertainty. “Good. Let’s get to work.”

Inside the gym, the familiar training sounds washed over Jamie—feet hitting mats, the distant echo of chalked hands slapping bars, the soft thud of landings. It was a world she knew intimately, even now, when her time in the gym had dwindled since starting her new job with Empwr Ventures.

She trailed behind Lily as the younger girl made her way to the warm-up area, her movements purposeful, her focus already locked in. Jamie let her settle into her stretches before stepping onto the mat.

“You’ve been nailing that floor routine,” Jamie said, crouching beside her. “But I’ve been thinking about ways you could take it to the next level.”

Lily arched an eyebrow, intrigued but wary. “What are you thinking?”

“A double-double,” Jamie said simply, watching her carefully for her reaction.

Lily blinked, her mouth opening slightly. “A double-double? Now? The competition is in a few days. Are you crazy?”

Jamie nodded. “It’s a big ask, but it’s doable for you. You’ve got the power, the height—you just need to polish the technique. If you can land it consistently, it’ll bump your difficulty score by at least three-tenths. That’s a huge advantage, especially since we only have one competition left before the Olympic trials.”

Lily’s lips pressed into a thin line as she considered it. Jamie could see her wheels turning, weighing the challenge against the reward.

“Alright,” Lily said finally, her voice steady. “Let’s try it.”

Jamie smiled, a surge of pride swelling in her chest. “That’s my girl.”

They moved to the foam pit, and Jamie walked Lily step by step through the mechanics. She spotted her through the first few attempts, offering corrections and encouragement as Lily worked through the unfamiliar rotation. The first couple of tries were rough—Lily under-rotated once, over-rotated another—but she didn’t falter.

“You’re rushing the twist,” Jamie said after one attempt, demonstrating the takeoff with her hands. “Set higher first, then snap into the rotation. Don’t rush it.”

Lily nodded, brushing chalk from her hands. On her next attempt, she adjusted, and Jamie saw it—the spark, the potential. She clenched her fists at her sides, watching as Lily inhaled deeply, setting her stance. For a split second, Jamie worried she might second-guess herself. Then, Lily launched.

“That’s it!” Jamie said, clapping as Lily landed the pass cleanly into the pit. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

Lily grinned, her face flushed with effort but lit with determination. “It felt better that time.”

“It looked better,” Jamie agreed. “Keep drilling it. If we can get this consistent, you’ll have a routine no one else can touch.”

As Lily climbed out of the pit, Jamie couldn’t help but see herself in her—the same drive, the same hunger to be the best. But there was something else, too. Jamie had spent her career terrified of not being enough. Lily? She competed because she loved it. Because she believed in herself. The way Jamie wished she had.

Jamie saw in Lily the gymnast she wished she’d been.

“You’re going to be unstoppable,” she said quietly, almost to herself.

Lily turned, catching the words. “What?”

Jamie shook her head, smiling. “Nothing. Let’s grab some water and hit it again.”

Lily nodded, already heading toward the cooler. Jamie watched her momentarily, pride filling her. Lily was ready for whatever was coming.

Later that week, Jamie stood in Beth’s kitchen—soon to be their kitchen, she supposed—wineglass in hand, leaning against the island. Lily sat at the table, animatedly breaking down her latest D-scores, her excitement filling the space as she rattled off numbers and connections.

Jamie half listened, nodding along at the right moments, but her mind kept drifting. To her phone sitting on the counter. To the call that hadn’t come yet. To the what-ifs she had been trying to ignore. Occasionally, she caught Beth looking at her with the slightest glint of concern in her eyes, but she didn’t say anything, which Jamie was thankful for.

“My beam’s at a 5.9 right now, but if I stick with the full series, it’ll push to 6.0 with the side aerial we added in.” Lily’s voice was bouncing excitedly, her hands gesturing as she spoke. “And if I upgrade my dismount before trials, I could get another tenth.”

“That’s amazing, Lil,” Beth said, stirring the pot on the stove. “But maybe let’s focus on getting through this competition before reworking your routine.”

Jamie, catching Beth’s eye, smirked into her wine.

“Hey, I’m just saying,” Lily said, grinning. “Got to think big, right? Since Jamie and I added the double-double to my floor routine, all my routines have been way up.”

Across the kitchen, Sarah was hanging up her phone.

“Car service is confirmed for six thirty,” she said, reaching for her glass of bourbon. “They’ll take us straight to the terminal.”

Beth turned. “We have car service now?”

Sarah took an unbothered sip. “Of course.”

Beth shook her head, hiding a smile. “You’re ridiculous.”

“I prefer thorough,” Sarah corrected. “And we’re all flying first class.”

“Jesus, Sarah.” Beth groaned.

“What? I want the best for Lily.”

Lily beamed at that. “First class? Hell yes.”

“Language, Lily,” Sarah and Beth said reflexively.

Jamie took a sip of her wine, quietly watching the way Sarah was. It had become clear to her that Sarah loved the people closest to her effortlessly—not in some grand, dramatic way, but in the details. The logistics. The way she made things easier without ever needing acknowledgment.

Jamie had spent so much of her life being wary of people who took up space—especially people like Sarah, with their sharp edges and unwavering control. But watching her now, seeing the way Beth teased her and Lily leaned into her excitement, Jamie felt grateful. Yeah. It was weird.

She excused herself under the guise of needing some air. Beth shot her a concerned look, and Jamie responded with her most sincere smile. She was good, but she needed a moment.

April was beginning to roll into May. Outside, the evening was cool but not cold, the sky painted in deep blues and purples while the last remnants of sunset disappeared beyond the trees. Jamie leaned against the porch railing. The weight of the last few weeks sat with her—not heavy, exactly, just ever-present.

Jamie took another slow sip of wine. Moving in with Beth, Lily’s competition, the Empwr launch looming in the background like a ticking clock . . . It was a balancing act, but not in a way that felt like she was on the verge of falling. It was more like she was learning to move between the life she had built for herself and the one she was stepping into, each demanding a different part of her. It was more complicated than she’d anticipated, but maybe that wasn’t bad. Maybe it meant that, for once, she had more than one thing worth holding on to.

Amid all the chaos, however, one thing lingered at the back of her mind—a thought she couldn’t shake. The doctor’s office still hadn’t called about her mammogram results. And the longer she waited, the harder it was to convince herself that no news was good news.

She heard the door click open behind her and wasn’t surprised when Sarah stepped out, bourbon glass in hand. She smiled at her, letting her know her presence was welcome. For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Jamie watched the way Sarah held herself—casual but composed, always—the amber liquid in her glass catching the porch light as she took a slow sip.

Jamie took a sip, too, letting the wine settle on her tongue before finally breaking the silence. “You were right.”

Sarah glanced at her, her expression amused. “That’s a bit vague.”

Jamie smirked. “That thing you said about Beth.”

Sarah didn’t say anything; she just took another sip of bourbon.

Jamie turned her gaze back to the yard sloping down toward the water’s edge, fingers tracing the rim of her glass. “I don’t think I understood what you meant in the moment, but then it clicked and—you know—thank you.” Jamie couldn’t help the slight crack in her voice as she spoke. As much as she hated it, Sarah’s words had gotten through to her. That thought should have unsettled her, but it didn’t.

Sarah let out a quiet hum. Not quite an I told you so, but not not one either.

“You’re annoyingly good at reading people,” Jamie said.

“It’s a skill,” Sarah replied lightly.

They stood in easy silence for another stretch, the rhythmic sounds of water lapping against the rocky shoreline drifting to them.

Jamie had spent so much time resenting Sarah without really understanding her. But watching her now—watching how she took care of things without being asked, the way she made space for Beth and Lily and even her without expecting anything in return—hit Jamie in a way it hadn’t before.

Sarah wasn’t lingering or waiting for a second chance with Beth. She was just here. Because she loved them. Because she wanted to be.

It surprised her, but Jamie didn’t feel threatened by that. She didn’t feel like she was standing in Sarah’s shadow. If anything, she felt a quiet kind of sadness for her.

She studied Sarah, an impulsive question forming in her mind, and before she could stop herself, she asked, “What happened between you two?”

Sarah stilled.

Her fingers tightened slightly around her glass, but her expression remained composed. She turned, meeting Jamie’s eyes, her movements as effortless and purposeful as ever. After a measured sip of bourbon, she said simply, “It’s not important.”

Jamie let the words hang between them, watching Sarah as she said them—not with avoidance, not as a dismissal, but with the certainty of someone who had already made peace with the answer. Jamie had spent so long worrying that Sarah was part of Beth’s past that she hadn’t considered that Sarah was part of who Beth was. And maybe that was okay.

Maybe it wasn’t important. Not anymore.

Jamie nodded slowly. “Maybe not.”

Another beat of silence passed before them before Sarah glanced at her again, wearing an unreadable expression that Jamie had decided she wasn’t meant to understand, now or maybe ever. Still, Sarah had let her see it, and that meant something.

Then, just as smoothly, Sarah’s lips quivered into the faintest smirk. “Beth’s going to come out here if we don’t go back inside.”

As if on cue, the door creaked open again, and Beth’s voice broke through the quiet.

“What are you two up to?”

Jamie turned and spotted her in the doorway, one eyebrow lifted in playful suspicion.

Without missing a beat, Sarah lifted her glass. “Discussing Lily’s D-score on vault. Riveting stuff.”

Beth snorted and crossed her arms. “Right. Because that’s exactly what you two would be talking about alone on the deck.”

Jamie smirked but didn’t argue.

Sarah downed the rest of her bourbon and clapped Jamie on the back. “On that note, I’m heading inside before you drag me into actual gymnastics talk.”

Beth stepped aside as Sarah brushed past her and disappeared into the house.

Jamie glanced back, looking where Sarah’s silhouette was moving through the kitchen. At that moment, she understood that Sarah would always care for Beth. Jamie knew that now, in a way she hadn’t before. But for the first time, she didn’t feel like she was standing in the shadow of it. Because Beth was hers now, and she wasn’t afraid to believe in forever.

Beth’s gaze lingered on her. “You okay?”

She nodded and set her glass down before stepping toward her.

“Yeah,” she murmured, sliding an arm around Beth’s waist, pulling her in just enough. “Needed a little air.”

Beth hummed in understanding, leaning into her warmth.

“You’re thinking about the results, aren’t you?” Beth murmured softly against the skin where her neck met her shoulder.

Jamie inhaled, her eyes looking out toward the dark water. She wanted to say no. She wanted to brush it off. Instead, she swallowed and nodded.

“Yeah,” she admitted softly. “I am.”

Beth hummed, tucking a stray curl behind Jamie’s ear before kissing her temple softly. “In the time that we’ve known each other, Jamie, you’ve taught me something important—that showing up, even when it’s hard, is what matters.” Jamie exhaled, the anxiety loosening in her chest even if just for the moment as Beth laced their fingers together, squeezing gently. “You’ve got me. No matter what the results say, we’ll figure it out. Together.”


TWENTY-FIVE
BETH


The energy inside the arena buzzed with nervous anticipation. Beth sat beside Sarah, like she had done so many times before.

“Hello, hello,” a familiar voice said, and Beth looked up to see Sean, accompanied by his daughter, Dylan, and a burly man with dark auburn hair.

“What are you doing here?” She jumped up and hugged Sean first and then Dylan, noticing a folded piece of posterboard in her hands.

“We’re here to cheer for Lily! I made a sign and everything,” Dylan explained, showing Beth the handmade sign complete with glittery letters.

“Oh, she’s going to love that, Dyl!” Dylan smiled before scooting past Beth and Sarah to the empty seats on Sarah’s other side. “But seriously, what on earth are you doing here?” she asked Sean again.

“Amanda and I were chatting on our run the other day, and she was telling me about what a big competition this was for Lily. It just so happened that we all had the weekend free . . .”

“We?” Beth smirked as she looked between Sean and the man who hadn’t yet said anything.

The man reached past Sean, extending his hand first to Beth and then to Sarah. “Pat Fitz-Simmons. Sean’s boyfriend.” He smiled a familiar smile as he shook their hands.

“Fitz-Simmons?” Sarah questioned.

“Amanda is my little sister. She introduced Sean and me a few months ago.” His smile was sweet as he beamed at Sean with complete adoration. “It’s nice to finally meet both of you. I’ve been telling Sean we should have done this sooner, but you know how he can be.”

Sarah snorted at that, which she quickly tried to conceal with a cough.

“The mystery finally reveals itself!” Beth hugged Pat before allowing him and Sean to pass, joining Dylan. “You never mentioned how good-looking your boyfriend is,” she hissed in Sean’s ear, and when he pulled back, she was pleased to see the faintest blush on his cheeks as he nervously stroked his salt-and-pepper goatee, mumbling a word that sounded like thanks.

As they took their seats, Dylan scanned the competition floor, searching for Lily. “There she is!” she called, as she spotted her somewhere in the back, warming up. “When do you think she’ll see us?” Dylan whispered, gripping the railing in front of her.

Sean grinned. “Soon. Wait until she spots you. She’s gonna freak.”

Sarah leaned closer to Beth, her voice low. “How’s Jamie handling missing this?”

Beth smirked, checking her phone. “She’s about to call in, so you’ll see for yourself.”

However, before she could text Jamie, her phone lit up with a different name. Lane Walker was calling.

Beth blinked. And she had to read the name again to make sure she was seeing it correctly.

“Hold on,” she murmured, standing abruptly.

“You good?” Sean asked, glancing over curiously.

Beth nodded, already stepping into the aisle. “Yeah, just need to take this.”

She wound her way down the steps, weaving past clusters of parents and coaches before slipping into a quieter hallway outside the main arena doors. She pressed the phone to her ear.

“Lane?”

“Beth! Hey! I know this is last-minute, but I couldn’t wait—I have some amazing news.”

Beth braced a hand against the wall, heart kicking up a beat. “Okay, what is it?”

“I know it’s not LACMA, but you’ve been invited to the UCLA summer residency program!” Lane said, as if the words alone weren’t enough to thoroughly shake Beth’s foundation. “It’s a huge deal, Beth. Remember all those folks I had you meet when you were in LA a few weeks ago? Well, one of them was the residency director at UCLA and absolutely loved you! I’m so glad you put in that application after all.”

The residency? UCLA? She racked her mind, trying to connect the dots about what Lane was talking about, because Beth hadn’t applied. She remembered meeting the head of the UCLA artist in residency program, but that was as far as it went. No, that application was still sitting on her worktable in her studio. So, what was Lane talking about?

“Beth?” Lane prompted, still buzzing on the other end.

Beth swallowed, trying to push through the fog in her head. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m here. Wow, Lane, I—I don’t know what to say.” She really didn’t.

“Say you’ll do it!” Lane laughed. “This is the kind of opportunity that changes everything.”

Beth let out a shaky breath. “Right. Yeah. I wasn’t expecting this.”

“I get it. It’s a lot to process. But listen, you don’t have to decide right this second. Think about it, okay?”

Beth nodded, even though Lane couldn’t see her. “Yeah. I will.”

She hung up the phone, still a little in shock, trying to piece together the pieces of the puzzle of what the heck Lane was talking about. Her hand instinctively ran through her hair, pulling slightly at the ends as she let out a sigh.

“Was that Lane?” Sean’s voice from behind her surprised her as she caught the excited look in his eye.

“Yeah. How did you . . .” She trailed off as his smile grew.

“I know I’m good, but I timed this perfectly. You’re welcome.” He beamed at her.

“What are you talking about, Sean?”

“The residency. I submitted an application for you, because imagine my surprise when I called to check up on things and was told they had not yet received your application.”

Beth blinked, gripping her phone a little tighter. “Sean, what the hell?” The words snapped out sharp and biting, but she didn’t take them back. “You submitted it? Without even telling me?”

Sean winced. “Okay, yeah, in hindsight, maybe not my best move. But, Beth, come on. You and I both know you wouldn’t have done it.”

Beth crossed her arms as she tried to process this. “Sean⁠—”

“I know, I know.” He held up a hand, cutting her off before she could say anything else. “I should’ve talked to you first. And if you’re mad, I’ll take it. But come on, Beth. This is huge. This is UCLA. This is a chance to work with some of the best artists in the country. You belong in a place like that.”

Beth opened her mouth to argue, but the words stuck in her throat. Not because she was mad. Not because he was wrong. But because the truth was she didn’t know if she did want that anymore.

A few months ago, she would have said yes before Lane even finished the sentence. No hesitation. No second-guessing. But now?

Now, she had a life in Washington—a life she loved.

And yet, she couldn’t quite say no. Not yet.

She let out a slow breath, glancing away. “I just—I don’t know, Sean.”

His brow furrowed. “What do you mean you don’t know?”

“I mean I need to think about it,” she admitted. “I’ve got other priorities right now that are more important.” She trailed off, struggling to put it into words.

Sean studied her, his expression shifting into a thoughtful examination of her. “Okay,” he said, after a beat. “Let’s think about it now.”

A sad laugh left her as she shook her head. “It’s not that simple.”

“Why not?” Sean challenged. “Beth, this is your career. The thing you’ve worked so hard for. And don’t get me wrong—I love that you’re happy, that you’ve built this whole life for yourself that you love. But I think an opportunity like this warrants a little consideration?”

Beth looked at him, then down at the phone still clutched in her hand.

Did it?

She thought about UCLA. About what a summer there would mean. The connections, the exposure, the experience. But now, standing here, all she could think about was what leaving for the summer would be like—leaving Jamie, and more importantly, leaving Lily.

“Think about it, okay?” he said.

She nodded, and they made their way back to their seats as the competition was getting started.

Dylan nudged her excitedly. “Lily’s about to come out!”

Beth barely heard her, though. She was still stuck in that quiet hallway, still holding Lane’s words in her head like something fragile.

Before she could think too hard about it, Lily’s name was announced over the loudspeaker, and the crowd erupted into cheers. Dylan shot to her feet, waving her sign, and Beth latched on to the moment, pushing everything else aside.

Her phone buzzed as Lily stepped onto the floor. Jamie. FaceTime.

She answered immediately, angling the phone so Jamie could see the competition floor. “Just in time,” she murmured, with a weak smile.

Jamie’s face filled the screen, her expression brightening at the sight of Lily. “Hell yeah. Let’s go, Lils!”

Beth smiled, but Jamie’s eyes darkened, her brow furrowing.

“Wait. What’s wrong?”

Beth almost told her about the call from Lane, almost said, “I got a residency offer at UCLA. Sean applied without telling me. I don’t know what I want.”

But Jamie wasn’t here. She wasn’t sitting beside her in the arena or holding her hand under the railing like she had during Lily’s last meet. The words felt too big for a phone screen.

“Nothing,” Beth said, forcing her voice to stay light. “I’ll tell you about it later.”

Jamie didn’t push, but the crease between her brows didn’t go away.

As Lily prepared for her routine, Beth found her mind wandering to the offer from UCLA and the predicament she now found herself in.
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That night, however, Beth’s anxiety about the situation had only gotten worse, and the only person that could make her feel better wasn’t answering their phone.

Beth pressed her phone to her ear, waiting. One ring. Two. Three.

Voicemail. Again.

She frowned, pulling the phone away and staring at Jamie’s contact picture—a candid shot she’d taken one morning when Jamie had been making pancakes, hair still a mess from sleep, half smiling as she flipped one onto a plate.

Okay. She was getting annoyed now. She sighed and tapped out a quick Call me when you can text.

Jamie was probably busy. The Empwr launch was coming up, and she knew how hectic things were getting. Still, it wasn’t like them to go this long without checking in. A small thread of unease pulled at the back of Beth’s mind, but she pushed it aside.

She needed a distraction.

She grabbed her room key and headed down the hall to Sarah and Lily’s room, knocking lightly before swiping her keycard.

Inside, the TV was playing some old animated movie, the lights dimmed. Lily was curled up on one of the beds, on her phone, no doubt texting Dylan, while Sarah sat on the other, laptop open, a glass in hand.

Beth leaned against the doorframe. “Hey. You two up for company?”

Sarah glanced up, arching a brow. “Depends. Are you going to steal my bourbon?”

Beth smirked. “Tempting, but no.”

Sarah gestured toward the couch. “Then by all means.”

Beth took off her shoes and sank onto the couch, letting the easy warmth of the hotel room settle around her. It felt familiar—comfortable—in a way that surprised her.

Sarah must have noticed because she studied Beth a little too closely before finally asking, “Alright. What’s up?”

Beth hesitated, glancing toward Lily. She was still awake, but barely, her breaths slowing into that familiar pre-sleep rhythm.

“Let’s go outside,” Beth said quietly.

Sarah didn’t argue. She grabbed her drink and followed Beth onto the balcony, closing the sliding door behind them.

The night air was cool but pleasant, the city stretched out below them in a sea of twinkling lights. They stood there for a moment, neither of them speaking, before Beth finally broke the silence.

“I talked to Lane Walker today,” she said.

Sarah took a slow sip of her drink, unbothered. “Yeah?”

“They called to tell me I got into the UCLA summer residency program.”

Beth didn’t know what reaction she was expecting from Sarah—maybe a knowing smirk or an immediate “Well, obviously, you’re brilliant” response. Instead, Sarah hummed, swirling her bourbon thoughtfully. “That’s big.”

“The thing is, though . . .” She traced the inside of her mouth with the tip of her tongue as she formed the next words, and suddenly, the reason why the application was still empty on her desk was getting clearer. “I never applied. Sean submitted an application for me.”

“That sounds about right.” Sarah scoffed, the ice in her drink clinking softly.

Beth turned, looking at her. “And you? No grand speech about how this is exactly what I should be doing?”

Sarah leaned against the railing, considering her. “That depends. Do you want it?”

Beth blinked. God, Sarah had always been able to cut right through the swirliness of her thoughts.

She crossed her arms, thinking. “I don’t know.”

Sarah didn’t fill the silence or try to push her in any direction. She nodded, waiting.

Beth sighed. “You were the one who told me to take the art tour. You said I’d regret it if I didn’t.”

“And I was right.”

Beth let out a soft laugh, shaking her head. “You usually are. It’s actually pretty annoying.”

Sarah smirked but said nothing.

Beth turned, looking back toward the city. “I guess I thought if I ever got this kind of opportunity, I’d jump at it. No hesitation. No second-guessing.”

She pressed her hands against the balcony railing, feeling the coolness from the metal spread through her.

“But now?” Sarah asked.

She searched herself for the excitement, for the rush of ambition she used to feel. It should have been there. Maybe months ago, it would have been. But instead, all she felt was a quiet certainty—one she hadn’t realized was there until this moment.

“I have a life I love,” she admitted softly. “And I think—” She hesitated, letting herself feel it. “I think I finally have everything I want.”

Sarah didn’t react.

“I’m sorry if that’s hard to hear,” Beth said quietly, as she realized how that statement might land on Sarah. Sarah for her part just held her hand up.

“Then maybe that’s your answer.”

Beth turned to her, struck by the quiet genuineness in her voice. There was no hidden angle, no teasing, no pressure. Just Sarah as her best friend—seeing her and understanding her.

Beth swallowed around the sudden tightness in her throat. “I missed this,” she admitted.

Sarah tilted her head puzzled. “This?”

“You. Us. Talking like this,” she said, meeting her gaze.

Sarah didn’t say anything at first, just studied her, and for a moment, Beth saw past the sarcasm and sharp edges of the person who had always been there. The person who had known her long before any of this—before Jamie, before Washington, before she’d even figured out who she wanted to be.

Sarah tipped her glass slightly in Beth’s direction. “Yeah,” she murmured. “Me too.”

The choice was suddenly crystal clear to Beth. She wasn’t taking the residency.

She wanted to tell Jamie.

Beth glanced at her phone, but there was nothing.

Her stomach clenched. The unease she’d been pushing aside all day settled deeper and heavier as she pulled out her phone again, double-checking for missed calls. Not even a text.

Sarah must have noticed the change in her expression. “Still no word from Jamie?”

Beth shook her head. “No. It’s weird. We don’t usually go this long without talking.”

“Call her again from my phone.” Sarah handed over her device, Beth nodding as she pressed Jamie’s contact.

Ring.

Ring.

Voicemail.

Beth’s heart thumped hard against her ribs.

Something wasn’t right.

The remainder of the weekend passed, and still nothing from Jamie. She tried to shake off the unease creeping up her spine.

It was fine.

Jamie was fine. She had to be.

But the silence felt wrong. Off. Like an itch she couldn’t scratch.

And yet⁠—

Beth scanned the arena and spotted Amanda near the coaches’ section. She made her way over quickly, weaving through the crowd.

“Amanda,” she called out, trying to get her attention.

Amanda turned at the sound of her name, her expression shifting from focused to curious when she saw Beth. “Hey. Everything okay?”

Beth hesitated, then let out a small, self-conscious laugh. “This is going to sound silly, but have you heard from Jamie?”

Amanda’s brows furrowed. “Not since what, Friday?” She checked her watch. “Why?”

Okay, now she was extremely worried. “I just—I haven’t heard from her. At all. And she was supposed to call yesterday to watch Lily compete, but she never did.”

Amanda frowned. “That’s weird.” Without missing a beat, she pulled out her phone. “Hang on, let me try her real quick.”

Beth watched as Amanda dialed, then pressed her phone to her ear. A few seconds passed before her expression shifted to puzzlement. She pulled the phone away, glancing down at the screen.

“Straight to voicemail,” she said.

Beth’s stomach dropped.

Amanda, sensing her worry, immediately added, “I bet she dropped her phone in the water or something. You know Jamie. She’s probably cursing herself out somewhere for breaking another one.”

Beth forced a small smile, nodding. “Yeah. You’re probably right,” she said.

But the uneasy feeling didn’t go away.

No, that feeling was still present when Lily had placed first in the all-around. And still, Jamie hadn’t called, and at this point, that worry had turned into a simmering frustration with Jamie’s complete lack of communication.

Beth’s eyes found Lily on the floor, beaming. Her hands clapped over her mouth in disbelief as her teammates rushed her, hugging her and cheering. Emotion swelled in Beth’s chest, and her pride momentarily overshadowed everything else.

She turned to Sarah, meeting her gaze. Sarah had been with her all day, had watched the stress build in her, had seen how she kept checking her phone, waiting for anything from Jamie.

Sarah didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. Instead, she squeezed Beth’s hand—a quiet understanding.

Beth swallowed past the lump in her throat. She had to pull herself together. Because Lily was running toward her now, still breathless, eyes shining with her excitement.

“Did Jamie see?” Lily asked immediately, practically bouncing on her feet. “What did she say?”

Beth hesitated. Just for a second. Just long enough to feel the cost of what she was about to do to protect not only her daughter, but Lily’s relationship with Jamie. She had to choose between hurting Lily or lying, and she absolutely hated that. And Jamie had been the one to put her in this position.

She forced a smile, willing her voice to stay steady.

“She was so impressed, Lil,” Beth said.

Lily grinned, eyes bright with happiness. “Really?”

Beth nodded. “She couldn’t stop talking about how amazing you were out there.”

Lily beamed, bouncing on the balls of her feet before rushing back toward her team.

Her hands shook slightly as she rubbed them over her jeans. Sarah’s voice was quiet beside her. “That was a good lie.”

She clenched her jaw, breathing sharply through her nose. “Jamie shouldn’t have made me do that.”

That evening, when they landed safely back in Washington, Beth pulled into the driveway and immediately knew something was wrong.

Jamie’s car wasn’t there.

The house was dark.

She sat in the driver’s seat for a moment, gripping the wheel so tightly her knuckles ached. Maybe Jamie was out. Maybe she’d run to the store, or she was at Shannon’s, or maybe she was inside and left her car somewhere else.

Beth grabbed her bag, hurried up the steps, and unlocked the door.

Silence greeted her.

She flicked on the lights as she stepped inside, her heartbeat picking up. The house felt empty in a way that made her uncomfortable.

She checked the kitchen. The bedroom. The studio.

Nothing.

Jamie’s shoes weren’t by the door. Her jacket wasn’t on the hook.

She pulled out her phone with trembling fingers and dialed again.

Voicemail.

She pressed a hand to her chest, trying to breathe, but the panic wasn’t just rising anymore—it was drowning her.

Where the hell was Jamie?

Her fingers shook as she grabbed the back of a chair, gripping it so hard her knuckles burned. Her mind raced. Had Jamie left? Was she hurt? Has something happened?

Her heartbeat pounded in her ears. A sound so loud it drowned out every other thought.

And then—it hit her like a punch to the ribs.

Everything. The stress. The worry. The exhaustion. Jamie had promised she would be there for Lily, and she hadn’t been. The fact that she was gone, and Beth had no idea where or why.

A choked sob ripped out of her throat as she clapped a hand to her mouth, but it wasn’t enough to hold back the next one, or the one after that.


TWENTY-SIX
JAMIE


“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think it’s actually happening.” Shannon York grinned, leaning back in her chair with a satisfied sigh. “Everything is lined up for the launch next week.”

Jamie scanned the chaos spread out before them—papers stacked haphazardly, snack wrappers shoved to the side, coffee cups in various states of emptiness. The coworking space in Downtown Seattle had become their unofficial headquarters, and after hours of fine-tuning every last detail of Empwr’s launch, exhaustion was starting to set in.

“It almost feels too lined up,” she muttered, half to herself. “Like we’re tempting fate.”

Shannon rolled her eyes. “Relax, Jamie. We’ve done everything we needed to. Now it’s time to be excited.”

Jamie huffed a quiet laugh, shaking her head. Excitement was there—somewhere underneath the anxiety, the pressure of making sure this thing they had built worked.

“Yeah,” she murmured, reaching for her coffee. “I guess we’re doing this.” Jamie wrapped her hands around the cup, letting the warmth seep into her palms as she glanced across the table at Shannon.

Jamie didn’t know what she had expected when she agreed to partner with her, but she didn’t expect the friendship she now valued. At first, it had just been business—the two of them grinding toward the same goal, nothing more—but after months of late nights, chaotic brainstorming sessions, and too much caffeine, she realized she had made a friend along the way. Shannon was quick-witted, sharp, and surprisingly easy to talk to.

Yeah. She didn’t hate making new friends. Who knew?

Shannon stretched her arms over her head. “God, I need sleep. Or tequila. Maybe both.”

Jamie smirked. “Sleep first, tequila after your game tomorrow. Drinks on me if you win.”

Shannon pointed at her. “See? This is why I keep you around. You keep me responsible.”

Jamie scoffed before taking a sip of her coffee. “I don’t think anyone has ever accused me of being the responsible one.”

Shannon snorted but tilted her head slightly. “Hey, isn’t Lily competing today?”

Jamie blinked, her brain still caught in the whirlwind of spreadsheets and launch plans.

The competition. Shit. She was supposed to call Beth.

She fumbled for her phone, her pulse kicking up as she checked the time. She’d been so caught up in work that she hadn’t even thought to check in with Beth.

“Yeah,” Jamie said quickly, already swiping to FaceTime. “The competition is about to start. Mind if I duck out for a bit? I need to call Beth.”

Shannon nodded, saying she could use a break herself. They agreed to meet back at their table once Jamie had wrapped up.

Jamie wove her way through the coworking space, swiping a snack from the kitchen before finding a quiet place to call.

“Just in time,” Beth murmured, a weak smile pulling at her lips. The video feed adjusted, and suddenly, Jamie had a front-row seat in the arena.

Jamie grinned, leaning closer to the screen. “Hell yeah. Let’s go, Lils!”

She couldn’t see Beth’s face with the camera focused on Lily, bouncing on her toes, shaking out her arms before stepping onto the mat, but there was that quiver in her voice, in the way it faltered ever so slightly that gave her pause.

“Wait. What’s wrong?” Jamie asked, her brow furrowing.

Beth hesitated. “Nothing. I’ll tell you about it later.”

Jamie didn’t push, but she knew that tone.

Instead, she focused on Lily, the routine, and the moment. Whatever it was, she and Beth would talk about it later.

They always did.

Jamie stayed on the call until Lily stuck her final pass, and then Beth turned the camera to show the scoreboard.

“Tell her I said she crushed it.” Jamie smiled.

“You tell her.”

“Later, I promise. I need to get back to Shannon.”

Beth rolled her eyes but didn’t argue. “Okay, later.”

The call ended, and Jamie sat there for a moment, staring at the now-dark screen.

Something was off with Beth. She made a mental note to follow up with her when they talked later that evening.

Jamie slid back into her chair across from Shannon, stretching her arms over her head with a satisfied sigh. “Alright, tell me good news,” Jamie said, sipping her now lukewarm coffee.

Shannon smirked as she flipped through a few notes on her laptop. “Well, for one, I managed to secure that last-minute investor meeting for next week.”

“Nice,” Jamie said, impressed with how productive Shannon had been in the short time she had been gone.

“How did Lily do?”

Jamie couldn’t help the small smile that tugged at her lips. “Amazing. She’s come a long way since I met her in September. She has a good shot at placing high in all her events this weekend, which is exactly what she needs for that push toward Olympic trials.”

Shannon’s eyes widened. “Wait, seriously? Do you think she could make the Olympic team? She’s only what, fifteen?”

“Yeah. She’ll be sixteen by the end of the year, which means she meets the age requirement. Skill was never the question,” Jamie said, pride swelling. “She’s gonna be amazing, I know it.”

She didn’t mind talking about Lily, or Beth. She increasingly realized how much she liked talking about them with others. Jamie had never been the type to gush about her personal life, but with Shannon, it was like they’d been friends for years already.

“Speaking of Lily,” Shannon said, leaning forward with a sly look. “You get this dopey little grin whenever you talk about Beth and her kid. It’s kinda cute.”

Jamie scoffed. “I do not.”

Shannon’s smirk only deepened. “You absolutely do. You’re full-on heart-eyes over there.”

Jamie shook her head, but she could feel the heat creeping up her neck. “You’re ridiculous.”

“Maybe I am,” Shannon said, sipping her coffee. “But anyone with eyes can tell how in love you are.”

Jamie shook her head with a smile. “Yeah,” she admitted, barely above a murmur. “I am.”

“And speaking of young talent—we signed a sixteen-year-old to the team. Amazing footballer. Insane field vision. She’s a little shy, still finding her confidence, but she’s got talent. She just needs to believe she belongs there.” Shannon glanced up, tilting her head. “Kind of like how Lily was when you first met her, right?”

Jamie nodded in agreement.

“We should introduce Lily to Wren,” Shannon said, tapping her fingers against her coffee cup. “Might be good for Wren to meet someone close to her age who’s already stepping into the big leagues. She could use someone to talk to, too. It’s a lot of pressure at that age.”

Jamie considered it, tilting her head. “That’s not a bad idea. Lily would probably get a kick out of meeting her, and if Wren’s feeling out of place, maybe having a friend who gets it could help.”

Shannon grinned, brown eyes gleaming. “Look at you.”

But before Shannon could make another comment, Jamie’s phone buzzed on the table. She glanced at the screen.

Dr. Albright’s Office.

Her stomach dropped, and a wave of anxiety crashed over her.

The warmth in her chest vanished, replaced by a cold, creeping dread.

She hesitated—just for a second—before picking up. “Hello?”

“Jamie, this is Dr. Albright’s office,” a calm voice said on the other end. “We got the results from your recent scans, and we need you to come in for some follow-up tests. There’s a few abnormalities we want to follow up on.”

Jamie’s fingers curled around the phone, gripping it too tightly. Her heartbeat slammed against her ribs.

No. No, no, no.

This was it—the moment she’d been dreading for the last seven years.

Shannon must have noticed the shift in her demeanor because she had turned cautious. “Jamie?”

Jamie swallowed, her throat dry. “Uh . . . yeah. Okay. Um—” She cleared her throat, trying to force the words out. “I’ll call you back to schedule something.”

“Jamie, we’d really like to get this on the books as soon as possible⁠—”

“I’ll call you back,” she said quickly, her pulse hammering in her ears.

She hung up before they could argue.

Shannon was watching her closely now, concern etched into her face. “What’s wrong?”

Jamie pushed back from the table so fast that her chair scraped against the floor. “I—I just remembered I need to take care of this thing,” she blurted out.

Shannon frowned. “Wait, what? Jamie⁠—”

“I’ll see you Sunday,” Jamie muttered, grabbing her keys.

She had no plan, no destination. Only one overwhelming thought: I can’t be here right now.

She was out the door before Shannon could stop her.
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Jamie blinked sleep from her eyes as she adjusted to the dimly lit room. Her head throbbed, and she pressed the palm of her hand to her forehead, willing the pain to go away. She blinked again as the room came more into focus. She didn’t remember how she got where she was or how long she’d been there.

At some point in the early hours of Saturday morning, she must have parked her car, let herself into Amanda’s apartment, and collapsed onto the couch. She vaguely recalled taking a shower—lukewarm water trickling down her back, forehead pressed against the tile—but everything else was a haze. A blur of hours blended into one another, stretching endlessly between the moment she left the coworking space and now.

Her phone was off. Had been for two days. She couldn’t bring herself to turn it back on or stomach the idea of seeing Beth’s name flashing across the screen.

At some point, she’d tried to eat—maybe half of a protein bar, maybe a handful of crackers—but the thought of food had made her stomach churn. Everything felt wrong.

She should have called Beth.

She should have called someone.

But she hadn’t.

She couldn’t.

The sound of a key in the lock barely registered. The door swung open, followed by the distinct shuffle of a duffel bag hitting the floor. Jamie flinched as the lights were thrust on, plunging the room into light.

Amanda jumped back with a screech. “Jesus Christ!” Obviously, she was not expecting to see Jamie there, in the dark, in her apartment. “Fuck, Jamie. What the hell?” Amanda held her hand to her chest as her breathing settled and she collected herself.

She could feel Amanda’s eyes on her, but Jamie didn’t look up. Didn’t say anything.

A beat of silence. Then, Amanda’s voice, sharp but with an edge of concern, rang out.

“Where have you been all weekend?”

She still didn’t answer.

“I swear to God, you better have a damn good reason for ghosting everyone.”

Jamie heard footsteps approaching her, quick and purposeful, but she still didn’t move.

“Seriously, Jamie,” Amanda continued, dropping onto the couch beside her. “Beth’s worried. She asked me if I’d heard from you, and you didn’t answer my call. Then Shannon called me this afternoon because you never showed up to your meeting with her.”

Jamie swallowed. The words should have hurt, but she was far past hurting.

“We’ve all been really worried,” Amanda said, when Jamie still didn’t answer, her frustration rolling off her in waves. “Look, I get needing space from whatever it is you needed space from, but two days? No calls, no texts? No one even knew where the hell you were. This is some serious old Jamie shit. New sparkly Jamie would never.”

Jamie finally lifted her head, her voice hoarse from disuse. “I fucked it up.”

A confused look landed on Amanda’s face as she took Jamie in.

“What?”

Jamie wet her lips, forcing the words out even though they felt like shards of glass in her throat. “Beth. I fucked everything up.”

Amanda frowned, studying her more closely. Her irritation wavered, giving way to her concern. “Jamie, what’s going on?”

Jamie shook her head. She couldn’t say it. She couldn’t force the words out of her mouth.

Amanda’s voice dropped. “Did something happen?”

A pause.

Jamie opened her mouth—then closed it. Her hands curled into fists on her lap.

Amanda shifted, angling herself toward Jamie, her concern now outweighing her frustration. “Talk to me.”

Jamie didn’t. She couldn’t.

“Jamie, I’m not playing around. What’s wrong? I come home to find you here, looking like this”—Amanda gestured at her—“and all you can say is that you ‘fucked it up’ with Beth? What the hell happened?”

Suddenly, Jamie pushed off the couch and grabbed her coat from where she’d draped it over the armrest. Everything inside her screamed to shut down again, to disappear, to slip back into the numbness she’d been drowning in. But she knew Amanda. Knew if she stayed, she wouldn’t let it go.

She snatched up her keys.

Amanda stood, stepping in her path. “Jamie, hey. Hey. Where the hell are you going?”

Jamie’s voice was rough, barely above a whisper. “I need to go.”

“Go where?” Amanda’s eyes narrowed. “Beth’s?”

Jamie didn’t answer.

“Jamie—”

“I can’t be here right now.”

Amanda’s jaw tightened. For a second, Jamie thought she might physically block the door.

But then Amanda sighed and stepped aside. “Fine. But call Beth. Now.”

Jamie hesitated.

Amanda crossed her arms. “Jamie.”

Jamie swallowed past the lump in her throat.

She didn’t turn her phone back on.

She just walked out the door.

She pulled into Beth’s driveway a few minutes shy of midnight, the familiar gravel crunching under her tires. The house was dark except for the porch light.

She killed the engine and gripped the steering wheel, breathing through the tightness in her chest. Jamie Lyons doesn’t cry, she reminded herself, squeezing her eyes shut for a moment. She was fine. She was going to be fine. She had to get out of the damn car.

Or maybe she should turn around and leave. Turn the key, back out of the driveway, and disappear, like she had before. Be gone out of Beth’s life and spare her from what was inevitably coming.

Her fingers hovered over the ignition, ready to move.

But then⁠—

The front hall light flicked on.

Jamie froze.

Through the window, she could see Beth standing there—arms crossed, jaw set.

Fuck.

Jamie forced herself to move. She couldn’t run anymore. Didn’t want to run anymore.

Her fingers shook uncontrollably as she walked one foot in front of the other, up the steps, stopping as Beth opened the door.

She didn’t speak. Didn’t move aside to let her in. But the look on her face said everything Jamie had expected.

She had never seen her this angry before. The silence was suffocating.

Beth’s eyes raked over her, sharp and assessing, and Jamie knew she looked like hell—exhausted, hollowed out, barely holding herself together. But Beth didn’t care about that.

Beth let her stand in the cold for one unbearable second before stepping back and letting her inside.

As soon as the door shut, Beth let loose.

“Two days, Jamie.” Her voice was low, controlled but lethal—the kind of anger that didn’t explode but burned slow and deep. “Two fucking days and nothing. No call. No text.”

Jamie’s stomach twisted at the hurt lacing Beth’s words. She didn’t dare speak. She deserved this.

Beth let out a sharp breath, shoving a hand through her hair before gripping the back of her neck like she was holding herself together by sheer force.

“You promised me. You promised Lily.”

Jamie swallowed hard, staring at the floor and trying to make herself as small as possible.

She could feel Beth’s eyes boring into her, waiting for her to explain, waiting for her to fight back, to do something. But she just—couldn’t.

Beth let out an annoyed groan, hands dropping to her hips, then back up to cross her arms like she didn’t know what to do with them. “You know what’s worse?” she continued, her voice rising. “I had to lie to her, Jamie. Lily asked if you saw her compete, and I had to stand there and lie to my daughter’s face for you because she thinks you hung the moon and I didn’t want that to change.”

No. That wasn’t true. Jamie blinked, her mind clawing through the fog, grasping at a half-formed memory. A screen. A score. Lily on the mat. Lily in the air. The notes. The texts.

She had watched Lily’s competition.

A fragmented memory surfaced—Lily’s routine on her phone’s tiny screen, the crowd’s sound muffled through the speakers, her fingers clumsily typing notes, corrections, encouragements.

She hadn’t been there, but she hadn’t let Lily down.

Her eyes shot up—finally—and the second Beth saw her face, her fury broke into something else entirely.

Her expression shifted, eyes widening in realization.

“Jamie. What is it? What’s going on?” All the sharp edges of her voice gone in an instant.

Jamie could feel the tremor in her hands, the way her breath came too fast, too shallow. She’d spent two days running from this, Beth, herself, and everything. And now, standing here, it was all catching up to her at once.

Beth’s gaze dropped to her hands—still shaking—and her brow furrowed in alarm. “Jamie.”

She sucked in a breath, tried to force it down. Tried to be still. Tried to hold herself together.

Beth’s fingers brushed her wrist.

And Jamie shattered.

Her chest caved in. The tears weren’t just falling—they were spilling out of her, hot and unchecked, burning down her cheeks and dripping onto the floor.

She watched through hot tears as Beth’s expression crumpled.

“Jamie.” Her voice was softer this time, gentle and warm, and it made Jamie bristle because she didn’t deserve this. She deserved to be yelled at.

Jamie squeezed her eyes shut. She had no plan, no script, no escape.

And Beth was right here. Seeing everything.

“I—”

But the words wouldn’t come. Instead, her body folded in on itself, her knees buckling, her breath coming in sharp, gasping sobs.

And Beth was there. Catching her. Keeping her upright as Jamie finally fell apart.
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The moment she saw Jamie’s car pull into the driveway, she had been ready. Ready to lay into her, to demand an explanation, to let out two days’ worth of frustration, worry, and anger in a way that she never did.

Because Jamie deserved it.

Because Beth had spent the last forty-eight hours waiting—for a call that never came, for Jamie to care enough to tell her what the hell was going on. And because instead of calling, instead of showing up, Beth had been left to lie to Lily, left to scramble for excuses to cover for Jamie’s absence.

So, yeah, she had been ready to fight.

But then Jamie had finally looked up.

And Beth saw her face.

She had never seen Jamie cry before, not like this.

Beth had seen her upset. Frustrated. Pissed off. She’d seen the way Jamie clenched her jaw when she was holding back, the way her fingers twitched like she wanted to punch a wall but wouldn’t. Jamie was all sharp edges and stubborn walls. She was controlled. Composed.

But this—this was different.

Jamie wasn’t crying so much as she was breaking.

Tears slipped down her face silently, like she hadn’t even noticed them, like she was barely holding herself together at the seams. Her breath was shaky, her shoulders tense, her eyes wild with raw and unfiltered emotions.

Beth’s anger faltered. Oh.

She took a step closer, her voice softer now, careful. “Jamie?”

Jamie inhaled sharply, like she was trying to pull herself together, but her hands were trembling, her whole body locked up tight.

Beth swallowed. Shit.

Jamie was hurting.

And as much as Beth wanted answers, as much as she wanted to yell and demand an explanation, Jamie hurting came first.

So instead of pressing, instead of biting out another accusation, Beth let out a slow breath, then reached for her.

“Hey,” Beth murmured, taking Jamie’s hands, prying them from where they were curled into fists at her sides. They were ice cold. “Talk to me.”

Jamie shook her head quickly, a jerky movement. She was still staring at the floor, her throat working like she was fighting something back. “I⁠—”

“Jamie.” Beth squeezed her hands, grounding her. “Look at me.”

Jamie squeezed her eyes shut, before finally lifting her gaze. Her bottom lip trembling.

That was all it took before Jamie made a small, broken noise.

She instinctively pulled her in as Jamie collapsed against her like she had been waiting for permission to break. She was shaking, her breaths coming fast and uneven as Beth wrapped her arms around her.

She pressed a hand to the back of Jamie’s head, keeping her close. “Okay. It’s okay. I’ve got you.”

Jamie’s fingers curled into the fabric of Beth’s sweater like she needed something to hold on to, something to anchor her.

And then, through the tears, she finally said it.

“I got a call from my doctor.”

Beth froze.

Jamie let out a choked, shuddering breath, her voice cracking as she forced the words out. “There were abnormalities in my scans. They want me to come in for more tests.”

Beth felt her stomach drop.

Her grip on Jamie tightened instinctively. “Jamie⁠—”

“I ran,” Jamie admitted, shaking her head against Beth’s shoulder. “I got in the car and left. I didn’t know where to go, I just—I couldn’t face it, Beth.”

Beth closed her eyes, inhaling sharply as she pressed a kiss to Jamie’s temple. “Oh, Jamie.”

Jamie’s whole body was trembling now, shaking in her arms as Beth held her—held her through the rising panic, through the fear clawing at her edges, through the heavy truth Jamie had kept to herself.

And Beth—Beth hated that Jamie had been carrying this alone.

“I should’ve called you,” Jamie rasped, after a long silence, her voice barely there. “I should’ve called. I—I know I let you down, I just—I was—I’m so scared, Beth.”

Beth shook her head, rubbing slow, soothing circles against Jamie’s back. “I know. I know, baby.”

She was still mad.

Beth was still furious that Jamie had run, that she had left her in the dark. That she had made her lie to Lily because she was too scared to face what was happening.

But more than that, Beth was scared too—scared for what this phone call meant for the woman she loved.

Right now, Jamie didn’t need her anger.

Right now, Jamie needed her.

She swallowed past the tightness in her throat, pressed her lips to Jamie’s hair, and whispered, “You didn’t let me down. But you did scare the hell out of me.”

Jamie let out another shaky breath.

“I watched Lily’s competition,” she said, through hiccups. “I need you to know that I did. I texted Lily on Saturday. I didn’t let Lily down.” She was trembling again as a new wave of tears came, and her breathing grew more ragged.

Beth closed her eyes for a brief moment, exhaling slowly as she held Jamie tighter. God, this was breaking her. Seeing Jamie like this—so raw, so small, so completely undone. This wasn’t her Jamie—the one who always held herself together with sheer force of will, even when everything inside her was crumbling.

She ran a steady and slow hand through Jamie’s hair, choosing to believe her. If Jamie had said she talked to Lily, then that was all that mattered. “I know, baby. I know you didn’t.”

Jamie shook her head against Beth’s shoulder. “I didn’t know how to talk to you. I thought—I thought if I stayed away, if I didn’t have to say it out loud, then maybe it wouldn’t be real,” she choked out, the words tumbling over each other. “But it is real, and I don’t know what to do, Beth.”

Her chest cracked wide open at the brokenness in Jamie’s words, creating a chasm.

Jamie had always been the strong one. The stubborn one. The one who carried everything alone, never letting herself lean on anyone. And now, she was unraveling right in front of her.

Beth pulled back enough to cup Jamie’s face, making their gazes meet.

Her beautiful brown eyes were red-rimmed and glassy, cheeks wet, lips trembling. Beth swiped a tear away with her thumb, then another. She wanted to make all of Jamie’s tears disappear, carry all her burdens, and give her a break from their weight.

“You are not alone anymore,” Beth murmured. “You hear me? You don’t ever have to do this alone again.”

Jamie fought back another sob, but nodded. Her hands had come up to rest on top of Beth’s as they cupped her cheeks, and she felt it—the moment Jamie finally relaxed into her touch.

Beth kissed Jamie’s forehead, her lips lingering there for a moment. “First thing in the morning, you’re calling the doctor’s office,” she said, her voice firm, “and we’re gonna get answers. Together.”

Jamie let out a ragged breath, nodding again. “Okay.” She hiccuped.

“And you’re not running from me again.” Beth tipped Jamie’s chin up slightly. “I need to hear you say it.”

Jamie blinked up at her, eyes swimming, and nodded. “I won’t. I promise.”

Beth studied her, searching for any hesitation within the promise, but all she saw was exhaustion. Fear. And beneath all of that, trust.

She tugged Jamie back into her arms. “Good,” she whispered against Jamie’s hair. “Because I love you. You don’t get to shut me out.”

Jamie let out a broken laugh, muffled against Beth’s shoulder. “Bossy.”

“You love it.”

Jamie, still shaking, still holding on to her like she was the only thing keeping her from falling apart completely, whispered, “Yeah. I really do.”

Beth woke up the following morning to the warmth of Jamie still beside her.

For a moment, in that in-between space where sleep still clung to her and clouded her mind, she thought everything was fine. That Jamie had stayed over like she usually did, their limbs tangled together in the effortless intimacy they had built over the past few months.

But then she blinked fully awake, and reality settled in.

Jamie had run.

Jamie had broken.

And now, she was here, curled up beneath the covers, her breathing steady but fragile, like the wrong move might shatter her all over again.

She stayed still, watching the early morning light creep in through the curtains, casting soft shadows across Jamie’s face. Exhaustion written all over her—hollowed out dark circles shadowed beneath her eyes, and tension still etched lines into her face, even in sleep.

She pressed a gentle kiss to Jamie’s hair before slipping out of bed. She needed a minute. Needed coffee.

She pulled on a sweater over her sleep shirt and scribbled a quick note letting Jamie know where she was before grabbing her keys and quietly leaving the house, letting the morning chill wake her as she climbed into the car.

She hadn’t planned on going far—just to the Drip Drop Café. But as she pulled into town, Beth blinked at the sight of the café’s sign.

The name had changed. Again.

She groaned, rubbing a hand over her face. “Jesus, make up your mind already.”

The new name? The Grumpy Goat.

“Sure. Why not,” she said under her breath, as she pushed inside, the familiar scent of fresh coffee meeting her instantly.

The place still looked mostly the same—cozy chairs in the corner, the same slightly wobbly table by the window—but the menu had been updated, and there was new art on the walls.

Then she heard a voice she wasn’t expecting.

“Well, well, well. Look what the cat dragged in.”

Beth turned toward the counter, blinking in surprise at the sight of Sean.

Standing beside him, grinning, was his broad-shouldered boyfriend—Pat Fitz-Simmons.

“What on earth?” she said, her confusion evident.

Pat smirked as he threw Sean an adoring smile. “Do you want to tell her or should I?”

Sean gave him a once-over, his eyes narrowing slightly. “You do it.”

Pat leaned casually against the counter. “We’re the new owners of The Grumpy Goat. I named it after Sean, can’t you tell?” His smile was wide and boyish as Beth glanced at the new sign again. Back to Pat. Then to Sean.

“Wait. You bought the café?”

Pat chuckled. “Technically, Sean did. But, you know, what’s his is mine and all that.”

Sean sighed dramatically. “Pat’s friend owned it before. He decided his heart wasn’t really in it after his last breakup. So, I figured, why not? What’s one more business venture?”

Beth shook her head. Of course Sean would buy a café on the island just because he could.

“Did anyone stop to think that maybe I moved out here to escape you people? First Sarah, now you two taking over my favorite café?” She rolled her eyes.

“Can’t escape me, darling. I’m everywhere.” He eyed her more closely this time. “You look like hell, by the way.”

“And I think by that he means, what can we get you?” Pat said, turning back to the espresso machine.

Beth shot Sean a look that she intended to say Fuck you before turning to Pat. “Can I get an iced lavender oat-milk latte, please?” She hesitated. “Actually, make it two.”

Pat raised a brow but didn’t say anything as he set about making the drinks.

Sean, however, wasn’t as subtle.

“So, Jamie resurfaced, then?”

“Yeah,” Beth answered shortly, hoping he’d get the hint that she didn’t want to talk about it. No such luck unfortunately.

“You guys talk?”

Beth pressed her lips together, rubbing at the back of her neck. “Some.”

Sean didn’t push, just nodded like he knew there was more to it. Which, of course, there was.

Pat slid the coffees across the counter, and Beth reached for them, turning to leave.

“We’ll talk more about the UCLA offer,” Sean said, but she waved him off as the door swung shut behind her. She was definitely not in the mood to talk about that yet.

By the time Beth got back, the house was still quiet.

She kicked off her shoes, balancing the cups in her hands as she made her way into the kitchen—only to find Jamie already up, sitting at the counter.

She looked better. Not good, exactly, but at least a little more there. She had changed into sweatpants and one of Beth’s old hoodies, her damp hair curling at the ends.

Beth set the coffees down, watching Jamie thoughtfully, before pushing one across the counter toward her with a cautious smile. The tension in the kitchen felt awkward, and she couldn’t help but tiptoe around Jamie, not wanting to push her back toward breaking point.

Jamie hesitated, then reached for the cup with both hands, exhaling as she returned the smile.

“Thanks,” she murmured, her voice rough with sleep and the gravity of last night.

Beth leaned against the counter, studying her. “Did you sleep at all?”

Jamie huffed out a dry, humorless laugh. “All of about five minutes.”

Beth tilted her head, voice gentle. “How are you really feeling?”

Jamie didn’t answer right away. She stared down at her coffee like it held the answer. Eventually, she spoke. “Like I don’t know how to do this.”

Beth’s chest ached.

“You don’t have to know how. Just know you don’t have to do it alone,” she said softly.

Jamie’s fingers tightened around her cup. “I don’t know how to not do it alone.”

She reached for Jamie, prying one of her hands from the cup and threading their fingers together. She squeezed gently. “You learn.”

Jamie let out another slow breath, her thumb brushing absently over Beth’s hand. “I—” she started, then stopped.

Beth squeezed her fingers again. “You what?”

“I need to call the doctor’s office.”

Beth nodded. Relief curled in her. “Yeah. You do.”

Jamie inhaled sharply, rubbing a hand over her face. “Will you—” She hesitated, her voice barely there. “Will you sit with me while I do it?”

She was already nodding. Because much like Jamie asking her to attend the mammogram appointment a few weeks ago, she of course would be there for Jamie in whatever way she needed her.

She shifted closer, pressing a soft kiss to Jamie’s knuckles. “Of course.”

Jamie closed her eyes for a second, nodding. Then she reached for her phone, staring at it like it might detonate in her hands.

Beth didn’t rush her.

She sat there, her hand still wrapped around Jamie’s, holding on.

Jamie braced herself. Then, with Beth beside her, she dialed the number.

The rest of the day passed in a quiet, albeit tentative rhythm.

After Jamie had made the call to the doctor’s office—Beth’s hand clasped firmly over hers the whole time—neither of them had much to say. Not because there wasn’t more to be said, but because they were both still working their way back to solid ground. So they settled into a familiar silence, moving around each other through the house, slowly falling back into place.

Now, the sun had dipped low in the sky, casting warm amber light through the living room window. Beth was curled up in the corner of the couch, a sapphic romance novel about two women tangled in a workplace romance in the military resting in her lap. Jamie was on the other end, legs stretched out in front of her, phone in hand, catching up on all the women’s sports highlights she had missed over the last couple of days.

Beth turned a page, her eyes scanning the words without absorbing a single one. She sighed, shifting against the cushions.

Jamie didn’t look up from her phone. “Are you going to keep fake-reading that book, or are you just going to admit you can’t focus?” Jamie finally said.

Beth scowled at her, shutting the book with a soft thud. “Shush.”

Jamie smirked, but the amusement didn’t quite reach her eyes.

Beth let out a slow breath, letting the comfortable lull of Jamie’s presence settle over her again. It wasn’t normal yet. Not quite. But it was getting closer.

Then, out of nowhere—like she had been holding it in all day—Jamie spoke.

“Do you still want me to move in?”

That surprised her, rendering her momentarily speechless.

She turned her head, startled by the question’s abruptness. Jamie was still staring at her phone, but she could see the tension in her shoulders, the way her fingers flexed and curled against the device like she was bracing for impact.

Beth already knew the answer.

Yes.

Of course, yes.

But she also knew she couldn’t just say yes and leave it at that. She was still hurt and afraid.

She shifted in her seat, taking her time before answering Jamie’s question as she set the book aside, turning to face Jamie more fully. “I do,” Beth admitted, watching Jamie closely. “But I also need to be honest with you.”

“Okay.” The nervousness in Jamie’s voice disarmed her.

Beth steadied herself. “I’m not the kind of person who takes big steps lightly. I’ve only ever lived with one other person before and said I love you to one other person. And you know how that turned out.”

Jamie nodded, the ghost of understanding flickering in her eyes.

She continued. “But what I feel for you is real. That’s never been the question.” She swallowed, choosing her words delicately. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t have . . . concerns.” She paused, chancing a glance at Jamie, whose brown eyes were focused on her. “What worries me is that sometimes my patience with people gets me into trouble. I wait. I make excuses. I give chances. And sometimes that means I get hurt.”

Jamie sat up a little straighter, phone forgotten.

Beth met her gaze, needing her to really hear this. “I’m not saying I regret being patient with you. I love you, Jamie, and I really, really want this to work. But I need to know you’re not taking advantage of my patience.”

“I’m not,” she said quickly. “I swear to you, I’m not.”

Beth searched her face, looking for hesitation, for doubt, but all she saw was sincerity, like she always did with Jamie. She wanted to believe her, but something stopped her short.

Softer now, Jamie’s voice wavered. “I know I’ve made mistakes. I know I keep running when things get hard. But it’s not because I don’t love you or because I don’t want this.” She shook her head. “I want to change this part of myself, Beth. I need to.”

She nodded slowly, chewing on the inside of her cheek. She wanted to believe that. She did believe that.

But . . .

Beth sighed, rubbing a hand over her face. “I’m having a hard time trusting that you’re not going to run the next time things get hard.”

Jamie stiffened but didn’t look away.

Beth let the words sit between them before continuing. “Because I’ve seen it happen, Jamie. A few times now. And I know why you do it. I know you’re scared. I know you’ve been through more in your life than most people could handle in six lifetimes.” She paused, weighing her next words. “But I can’t—I won’t—build a life with someone who will leave me in the dark when things get overwhelming. I can’t do that to Lily either.”

“I know. I know, and I don’t want to be that person anymore.”

Beth reached out, taking Jamie’s hand between both of hers.

“Then I think you need help,” she said carefully.

Jamie blinked. “What?”

Beth squeezed her fingers. “I mean I think you should see a therapist.”

Jamie stiffened slightly, the resistance there, a knee-jerk reaction.

“What? You think I’m that messed up?” The smallest of smiles cracked at the corner of her mouth as she deflected, but Beth didn’t back down.

“Jamie.” She held her gaze. “You’ve been carrying this fear alone for so long. You’ve built your whole life around surviving. But you don’t have to live like that anymore.”

Jamie swallowed, glancing down at their hands. “I don’t know if I agree with you,” she said slowly.

“I know it’s scary,” Beth continued. “I know it won’t be easy. But I think it would help you.”

Jamie was silent for a long moment. Then, finally, she nodded.

“Okay, I’ll do it,” she said.

Beth let out a slow breath, relief washing over her.

Jamie glanced up, a small, tentative smile pulling at the corner of her lips. “I’m serious about moving in, you know.”

Beth smirked. “I know.”

“Good.”

Beth smiled softly, then tugged Jamie forward until their foreheads touched, both of them breathing each other in, steady and sure.

Beth finally felt like they were moving forward.

Together.


TWENTY-EIGHT
JAMIE


Jamie hated this waiting room.

Everything about it—the cold, sterile air, the muted pastel walls, the quiet hum of the fluorescent lights overhead—made her skin crawl.

She sat stiffly in one of the plastic chairs, her knee bouncing up and down as she stared at the closed receptionist’s window. The waiting room was only half-full, but it didn’t matter. She still felt trapped.

Her fingers curled the chair’s armrest like it was the only thing keeping her from bolting.

Beth must have noticed, because she reached over and touched Jamie’s knee warmly, stilling the restless movement. “You’re okay,” she murmured.

“I don’t feel okay.”

Beth squeezed gently. “I know.”

Jamie exhaled through her nose, tilting her head against the chair and staring at the ceiling. She hated this. She hated how her body still reacted to the smell of disinfectant, how her chest tightened at the sound of distant beeping that always seemed to echo in the hospital, even without a monitor in sight. Even after all these years, this place—any medical facility, really—felt suffocating.

But Beth was here.

And that made it bearable. Not easy. Not even close. But bearable.

She turned her head slightly, letting her eyes settle on Beth. Her girlfriend seemed so at ease in the doctor’s office. Jamie supposed that made sense—Beth didn’t have her same experiences here. This place didn’t have the possibility of spelling the end for her.

Beth wasn’t afraid of places like this.

Jamie wished she could say the same.

The receptionist’s window slid open with a quiet whoosh, and she flinched at the sound. A nurse called someone else’s name, and she had to stop herself from recoiling at the realization that, eventually, it would be her turn.

She needed a distraction.

“Tell me something,” she muttered to Beth.

“Like what?”

Jamie shrugged. “I don’t know. Just—let’s talk about something that isn’t this.”

Beth hummed, tapping her fingers lightly against Jamie’s leg. “Okay,” she said, tilting her head in thought. Then, she smirked. “I got a spot at an artist-in-residence program at UCLA this summer.”

That got her attention. She turned her head, studying Beth with sudden interest. “Yeah?”

Beth nodded. “Final deadline to accept the residency is next week.”

Jamie’s stomach flipped—not with dread, but excitement. Beth was so damn talented. Of course UCLA wanted her.

She straightened a little in her chair. “That’s amazing,” she said, already thinking of logistics. “It’s only the summer, right? We can totally make this work. I can stay here with Lily, and you could come back every few weeks, or we could visit you in LA. It’s not that far, and . . .” She trailed off when she caught the amused expression on Beth’s face. Jamie blinked, confused. “Why aren’t you excited?”

The smile on her face was weak as her fingers twitched against Jamie’s leg. “I decided not to take it.”

Jamie’s brain short-circuited for a second. Surely she’d misheard her.

“What?”

“I’m not going,” she said just as simply.

Jamie’s mouth opened, then shut. She searched Beth’s face, waiting for a punchline. “But . . . Beth. Isn’t this what you wanted? A residency program. That’s the next step for you, right?”

Beth gave a small, tired smile. “I know.”

“Then why—” Jamie stopped herself. “Why aren’t you going?”

Beth hesitated, glancing down at where their hands rested together. “Because it’s not what I want anymore,” she said finally, her voice softer now.

Jamie frowned, trying to understand. “But⁠—”

“For years, I thought it was my dream,” Beth interrupted gently. “That this was the next big step. That it was what I should do. But now, when I think about it?” She met Jamie’s gaze, searching. “It’s not. Not right now.”

Jamie stared at her in disbelief. This was a huge deal. A residency program at UCLA.

Beth tucked a piece of hair behind her ear, continuing. “I want to focus on what’s in front of me for once. I want to focus on Lily, on you, on us. I’ll always have art, Jamie. That won’t change. But maybe the shape of the dream I thought I had is changing, and that feels like where my focus should be right now, not chasing things for the sake of chasing.”

Jamie’s heart squeezed painfully in her chest as realization dawned on her. Beth was choosing this. Choosing her. She didn’t know what to say. So, she took Beth’s hand, running her thumb lightly over the ridge of her knuckles.

“Okay,” she murmured.

Beth tilted her head. “Yeah?”

Jamie nodded, her throat tight. “Yeah.”

A nurse stepped into the doorway with a clipboard.

“Jamie Lyons?”

She sucked her breath, trying to access her own courage as Beth rubbed her arm reassuringly

“You’ve got this,” she said softly, pressing her lips to Jamie’s cheek.

Jamie clenched her jaw, nodded, and stood.

This time, she didn’t do it alone.

Beth was right beside her.

The drive home from the hospital was quiet, the morning’s heaviness still lingering between them. Jamie’s fingers drummed against her thigh, her mind running in circles—reliving the sterile waiting room, the steady pressure of Beth’s hand in hers, the relief and fear tangled so tightly she couldn’t tell them apart. But she had done it. She’d faced it. And now, as Beth pulled into the driveway, she knew there was still one more thing she needed to face. So, instead of following Beth inside, she pulled out her phone and scrolled to Shannon’s name. She hesitated for a second, before hitting call.

They agreed to meet after Shannon’s practice, so the following evening, Jamie found herself pulling up to an unfamiliar field.

“Who am I meeting again?” Lily asked.

“Her name is Wren. She just got signed to the Puget Sound Pride. Shannon thinks you two might have a few things in common.”

“Is it because we’re both young? Because that doesn’t immediately mean we have things in common,” Lily grumbled.

“I think it’s more that both of you are very talented athletes who just happen to be young. Haven’t you been saying for months you want more friends?”

“Yeah, gymnastics friends. You know, who I can, like, train with.” Lily rolled her eyes as they climbed out of the car.

“Beggars can’t be choosers, kid.”

That comment earned Jamie a glare eerily reminiscent of one she’d caught coming from Sarah a time or two.

“Shannon said Wren can be a little shy, so be nice, okay? You know—your usual delightful self.”

“I’m always nice,” Lily quipped, as they approached the field.

The evening air smelled like damp grass, and the sun hung low in the sky, casting long shadows as the mountains in the background left their silhouettes on the turf. The players were finishing up their practice. Laughter and shouted instructions echoed across the field, followed by the rhythmic thunk of cleats against soccer balls.

Jamie looked out across the field and spotted Shannon immediately. She was mid-sprint, cutting past a defender before sending a perfect pass downfield. Jamie waved briefly as Shannon jogged over to them.

“Hey!” she said, slightly out of breath. “I appreciate you coming all the way out here.”

“No problem.”

“You must be Lily.” Shannon turned to Lily. “I’m so excited to meet you finally.”

Lily straightened her shoulders and held her hand out to Shannon. “I’m equally excited to meet you! I’ve followed you since you played for the Philadelphia Freedom. My mom and I are huge soccer fans,” Lily explained.

“Is that Wren?” Jamie asked, nodding in the direction of a tall teen on the field.

The girl was all limbs, standing near the goalpost with her hands stuffed deep into the pockets of her hoodie and rocking slightly on her heels like she wasn’t sure what to do with herself. Dark curls were pulled into a messy bun, a few loose strands sticking out in odd directions. Shannon called her over, and when she noticed Jamie and Lily, she straightened, then immediately ducked her head like she was trying to make herself smaller.

“Wren, this is Lily,” Shannon said, motioning between them. “Lily, meet Wren.”

Wren hesitated for an awkwardly long beat before yanking one of her hands out of her pocket and thrusting it forward a little too fast, like she had to remind herself how introductions worked. “Hi,” she said, her voice a touch too loud. Then, realizing it, she cleared her throat and tried again, this time quieter. “Hi. Uh, I think what you do is really cool. Gymnastics, I mean. I always wanted to do it, but, uh . . .” She gestured at her lanky frame, and her elbow almost smacked Shannon in the ribs “. . . turns out I’m not exactly built for it.”

Lily, who barely came up to Wren’s shoulder, blinked at her, deadpan. “Clearly, that’s not a problem I have.”

Jamie pressed her lips together to keep from laughing as Shannon snorted beside her.

On the other hand, Wren was horrified for half a second. “Oh—oh my God, no, I wasn’t saying—I just meant—” She made a panicked gesture, flustered. “I-I’m really tall, you know? And gymnasts are short, typically.”

Lily tilted her head. “Yeah,” she said, unimpressed. “I noticed.”

For a moment, Wren stood there, looking like she was mentally cataloging every possible way to escape this conversation. Then, to Jamie’s surprise, Lily smirked.

“Come on,” she said, jerking her chin toward the field. “Show me what you got.”

Wren blinked, processing, her body deflating with relief. “Oh. Yeah. Okay. Cool. I mean—yeah, let’s do it.” She started to follow Lily, then abruptly turned back to Shannon and Jamie, giving them two awkward thumbs up, then pivoted so quickly to jog after Lily that she nearly tripped over her own feet.

“Jesus,” Shannon let out in a low snicker.

Jamie smirked. “I like her.”

They watched as Lily nudged the soccer ball toward Wren, who nearly tripped over it before regaining control. She must have said something funning because Lily was doubled over with laughter. Wren visibly relaxed at that, like she’d just passed some kind of test.

“Lily’s gonna be good for her,” Shannon murmured, crossing her arms.

Jamie hummed. “Yeah. I think so.”

“I get the sense Wren’s home life isn’t the best. Her family lives in Spokane, and she lives with an aunt here, but I don’t think they’re close. She’s a quiet kid, but man, is she talented.”

They quietly watched the two girls kick the ball around on the field before Shannon spoke again.

“Lily seems great. Mature for her age.”

“Yeah,” Jamie agreed. “Sometimes a little too mature. I want her to remember that she gets to be a kid, too, sometimes. One of the downsides of being an athlete in a sport where you’re lucky if your career extends past twenty-two.” Jamie exhaled, rolling her shoulders back. They were each dancing around the purpose of this meeting—waiting for her to take accountability for disappearing on Shannon the other day. She could do this.

“So, do you want to explain to me what happened?” Shannon tilted her head. “You disappeared. No texts. No call. Just gone.”

Jamie nodded, guilt twisting in her gut. “I know.”

She could keep it vague. Say she’d had some personal stuff come up. She could avoid this conversation altogether, push it back like she had so many times before.

But she was tired of that. Doing that never led to the changes she wanted in her life. If she was serious about moving forward and letting people in, she had to start following through with her actions.

Shannon had earned the truth.

Jamie rubbed the back of her neck. “I got a call from my doctor last week.” Her voice was steadier than she expected. “They found some abnormalities in my most recent scans, wanted me to come in for more tests.”

Shannon’s brows knitted together, her posture shifting from guarded to concern. “Scans?” she echoed.

Jamie nodded slowly. “I had cancer.” The words came easier than she thought they would. “When I was twenty-four. Stage 1 triple-negative breast cancer.” She swallowed.

Shannon’s face fell. “So that’s why you retired, we all had wondered,” she said quietly, before Jamie continued. She had to keep going. To get it all out and off her chest.

“I got lucky. Chemo worked, and I’ve been in remission for years, but, you know—once you’ve had it, it’s always in the back of your mind. So, when I got that call on Friday . . .”

She trailed off, shaking her head.

Shannon didn’t rush her. She stood there, watching, listening, waiting.

Jamie cleared her throat, forcing herself to meet Shannon’s eyes. “I freaked out,” she admitted. “And I needed to leave. It wasn’t fair to you or professional, and I’m sorry for ghosting. I should’ve told you what was happening instead of disappearing like I did and leaving you hanging like that.”

For a long moment, Shannon didn’t say anything.

Then, she let out a sigh. “Jesus, Jamie.”

Jamie let out a humorless laugh. “Yeah.”

“Are you okay?” Shannon softened.

Jamie licked her lips, nodding. “Yeah. I mean, I don’t have answers yet. But I went to my follow-up appointment yesterday. And I didn’t run this time. Plus, I have a lot more support now than I did going through this at twenty-four.”

Shannon nodded, a small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Good.” She shifted, tilting her head. “Thank you for telling me. I know we started out as business partners, but I also consider you a friend.”

Jamie let out a long breath. It was strange—how much lighter she felt having someone else know her truth after so many years of keeping secrets.

Shannon rocked back on her heels. “But as your business partner, I do have to ask: does this mean you’re out?”

Jamie frowned. “Out?”

“With Empwr. I wouldn’t blame you if you needed to step back and focus on other things.”

Jamie didn’t even have to think about it. “No.” She shook her head. “I’m all in. Shan, this—the work we’re doing—I truly think you and I could change the face and future of women’s sports. I think we have an opportunity to really make a difference.”

Shannon studied her, searching for any hesitation, but Jamie meant it.

Jamie wanted what she had built with Shannon and what they were working toward together.

“Good. Because I was not about to let you ditch me right before launch,” Shannon said, her grin back on her face.

Jamie laughed, shaking her head. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

Shannon let the moment settle between them, then took a step back, tilting her head toward the field where Lily and Wren were still kicking the ball around. “Does Lily know?”

Jamie followed her gaze. She watched Lily dart forward to steal the ball from Wren with surprising ease before executing a smooth turn and sending it straight toward the net. The other girl scrambled after it, her long legs nearly tangling as she tried to recover. Lily laughed, saying words Jamie couldn’t hear, and Wren groaned, covering her face with her hands.

Jamie rubbed her thumb along the inside of her palm in a soothing pattern. “She knows I had cancer, but not what’s currently going on,” she admitted. “I don’t want to tell her anything until I know what I’m dealing with. She’s got Olympic trials coming up.”

Shannon nodded slowly. “Makes sense.”

Jamie nodded. She watched as Wren, finally getting her bearings, launched the ball back toward Lily, a determined look on her face. Lily grinned and nodded approvingly, as if Wren had just passed some kind of test.

Jamie smirked. “Think they’ll be friends?”

Shannon snorted. “Wren’s already in awe of her, so yeah. Pretty sure Lily’s about to have a new biggest fan.”

Jamie laughed under her breath, then turned back to Shannon, shoulders relaxed now in a way they hadn’t been when she had arrived at the field.

“So,” she said, nudging her lightly. “Where are we at with launch? Everything still good to go?”

Shannon rolled her eyes. “You disappear for three days, tell me you might be dealing with a life-altering medical situation, and now you want to talk business?”

Jamie shrugged. “What can I say? I’m dedicated.”

Shannon laughed. “Yeah, you are.” She sobered slightly, then gave Jamie a knowing look. “You know you can lean on people, right? You don’t have to handle everything by yourself.”

Jamie hesitated, then nodded. “I’m learning that.”
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Evening had fallen by the time Lily and Jamie boarded the ferry home. Seattle’s skyline faded away behind them as the boat thrummed beneath their feet as it cut through the dark water. Jamie leaned against the green metal guardrail, watching the waves as they rippled in the vessel’s wake.

Lily stood beside her, hood up, arms resting on the railing. She was unusually quiet, but there was an ease to her posture—an unspoken contentment.

Jamie nudged her lightly with an elbow. “So? What’s the verdict?”

Lily smirked. “On what?”

Jamie rolled her eyes. “On Wren. Did she pass the very high standards of Lily Gallagher?”

Lily grinned, kicking at the ferry’s metal base. “Yeah, she’s cool. Kinda awkward, though.”

“That’s an understatement.”

Lily grinned. “She told me she grew six inches in one summer and has been trying to figure out what to do with her limbs ever since.”

Jamie snorted. “Sounds about right.”

“She’s nice, though. We exchanged Snapchats. We’re gonna meet up soon.”

Jamie smiled, relieved. “Good. I think she could use a friend.”

Lily nodded, then fell quiet again as they each looked out over the water.

Jamie gave her a moment before bumping their shoulders together. “What’s up, kid?”

Lily hesitated, then turned toward Jamie. There was an intensity behind her eyes, like the one she had seen in Beth’s during their deepest conversations. “Are you okay?”

“What?” Jamie blinked, momentarily taken aback by the question.

Lily shrugged, suddenly uncertain, like she wasn’t sure if she should have asked. “I don’t know. You just haven’t really been yourself this week.”

Jamie had tried to be so careful—so sure that she had kept everything under control around Lily—trying to ensure she never noticed how tightly wound Jamie had been and how fear had curled inside her like a live wire. Clearly she hadn’t tried hard enough because of course, Lily had noticed.

She always noticed.

Jamie swallowed, forcing her expression into neutrality. “I’m fine,” she said, after a beat, making her voice as easy as possible.

Lily wasn’t convinced, but she let it go. And Jamie quickly pivoted the conversation away from herself. “What about you? Trials are coming up fast. How are you feeling?”

Lily tilted her head slightly. “Excited. Nervous. I don’t know. It’s weird.”

“Weird how?”

“I think . . . it’s just wild that it’s happening. Like, I’ve been dreaming about this forever, and now it’s real but also kind of intense. If I don’t make it this time, I really only have one other shot at the Olympics, and not until I’m nineteen.”

Jamie shifted her weight, thinking before responding, wanting to validate everything Lily was thinking and feeling. “That feeling?” she said quietly. “That’s how you know it matters. But between you and me”—she bumped her shoulder against Lily’s—“I’d bet money you’re going to make that Olympic team.”

“I hope so,” Lily said, staring out at the water. Jamie watched her as she chewed on her bottom lip. “There’s something else I wanted to talk to you about.”

Jamie raised an eyebrow.

Lily hesitated, then straightened, facing Jamie fully. “I want to start building my brand.”

“Your brand?” Jamie blinked, trying to follow her thinking.

“Yeah.” Lily nodded, suddenly animated. “My brand. You know, like a social-media presence. Instagram or TikTok or something like that. I want to start sharing more about my training and gymnastics—a behind-the-scenes look at what it takes to be an elite athlete.”

Jamie tilted her head, studying her. “That’s . . . not a bad idea.”

“Right?” Lily grinned. “I mean, I follow so many athletes who do that, and they’ve built whole careers out of it. Plus, it could help with sponsorships. A lot of companies want athletes with strong personal brands now, especially since we can make money off name, image, and likeness deals.”

Jamie nodded slowly, impressed with the thought Lily had already put into this. It made sense. Lily was smart. She wasn’t only thinking about the sport but about longevity. About her future.

“But . . .” Lily deflated slightly. “I need to convince my moms first.”

Jamie snorted. “Ah. There it is.”

“Mom might be on board—she gets the business side. But Mama? That’s gonna be harder.”

Jamie winced. “Yeah, your mom’s not exactly pro-internet.”

“Right?” Lily groaned. “She still thinks social media is a cesspool of negativity.”

“I mean, she’s not wrong,” Jamie joked.

Lily rolled her eyes. “I know, but it’s also a tool, and if I do it right, it could really help my career. I need her to see that.” She gave Jamie a pointed look. “Which is why I need backup.”

“You want me to help you convince your mom,” Jamie said slowly.

Lily shrugged, attempting innocence. “It would mean a lot if you were on my side.”

Jamie sighed and rubbed the back of her neck. This felt like a parent thing, and she wasn’t Lily’s parent. Just the bonus adult in the house.

But Lily was looking at her like Jamie’s opinion mattered.

Like she was part of this decision.

“I’m not saying I’ll fight your battle for you, but if you need help articulating your points, I’ve got your back.”

Lily grinned. “That’s all I need.”

Jamie shook her head. “You’re lucky I like you.”

“I know,” Lily quipped, bumping her with her shoulder.

Jamie smirked, watching the lights reflect off the water before shifting the conversation again. “Speaking of the internet—are you still getting messages from the girls at your old gym?”

Lily’s face twisted slightly, but she shook her head. “No. Nothing in a while. I think they got bored.”

Jamie watched her, the way the wind picked up the blonde wisps of hair that had fallen from her ponytail and how her eyes narrowed. Lily glanced at Jamie out of the corner of her eye. Jamie wasn’t sure if that was true or if they had moved on to someone else, but she didn’t press.

They lapsed into an easy silence, the steady hum of the ferry filling the space between them.

Then, out of nowhere, Lily said, “Hey, Jamie?”

“Hey, Lily,” she responded on instinct.

Lily hesitated, fiddling with her hands. “You know how they say you should never meet your heroes?”

Jamie’s chest tightened unexpectedly, suddenly understanding where Lily was going with this. She suddenly felt too big for her own skin, like she was taking up too much space. She had never thought of herself as anyone’s hero—never thought she deserved to be.

Lily looked up, a small, quiet smile pulling at her lips. “Well, I got lucky. Because mine ended up being pretty great in real life, too.”

Jamie’s throat closed up.

Something in her heart clenched between overwhelming gratitude and the deep, aching weight of responsibility.

She had no idea what to say to that, so she didn’t say anything. She moved instinctually, wrapping an arm around Lily’s shoulders and pulling her in, a motion that had once felt so foreign to her but now felt like second nature. Lily didn’t resist, but leaned into her, pressing her face briefly against Jamie’s hoodie before pulling back.

It was quiet for a moment.

Then Lily asked, casually, as if she were asking about the weather, “Are you going to marry my mom?”

Jamie choked on air. “Jesus, Lily.”

Lily grinned, entirely unbothered. “What? It’s a valid question.”

Jamie coughed, trying to recover. “I . . . Uh . . . What . . .”

Lily stared at her expectantly.

Jamie groaned, rubbing a hand over her face. “We’re taking things day by day, okay?” She pointed at her. “And I literally just finished moving the last of my stuff in, so let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

Lily smirked. “So, not no.”

Jamie sighed, but the edges of her mouth twitched. “I love your mom. A lot.” She hesitated, feeling like there was more she needed to say—something bigger. But she didn’t know how to say it, so in a classic Jamie way, she danced around it awkwardly. “And I love—uh—I care for you too.”

Lily’s smirk widened. “That was painful for you, huh?”

Jamie groaned. “You’re the worst.”

Lily bumped her shoulder. “I love you, too, Jamie.”


TWENTY-NINE
BETH


Morning light filtered through the curtains in soft golden slants, warming the sheets as Beth blinked awake. The house was quiet, the kind of stillness that only existed in the early hours before the world caught up with itself.

She turned her head, Jamie sprawled out beside her, her face half-buried in the pillow and her dark hair a mess. She was still asleep, her breathing steady, and the tension she so often carried absent for once.

She smiled to herself before carefully slipping out from beneath the covers. She barely made it to the edge of the bed before Jamie stirred, letting out a groggy sigh as she turned onto her side.

“I got it,” Jamie mumbled, her eyes never opening. “I’ll take her.”

Beth huffed a quiet laugh as she cupped Jamie’s cheek, soft skin warm beneath her palm. “Go back to sleep,” she whispered, stroking her thumb lightly over Jamie’s cheekbone. “You’ve been up late every night this week. I can handle it.”

Jamie grumbled incoherent words, her face scrunching as she tried to protest, but she didn’t fight it when Beth gently nudged her onto her stomach.

“’m not even that tired . . .” Jamie mumbled into the pillow.

Beth smirked. “Sure, baby.”

Jamie sighed, already halfway back under, her fingers twitching once against the sheet before she went still.

She watched her for a moment longer, then leaned down to press a lingering kiss to Jamie’s temple before slipping out of the bedroom.

When Beth made it downstairs, Lily was already sitting at the counter, lacing up her sneakers. She barely glanced up before saying, “Ready when you are, J.”

Beth smirked. “Well, that’s going to be a problem.”

Lily’s head snapped up. Her eyes widened slightly as she registered that Beth was standing in front of her, still tugging a sweatshirt over her head. “Oh. You’re taking me?”

Beth grabbed the keys off the hook. “Yeah. That a problem?”

“No, it’s just . . .” Lily shook her head like she was recalibrating. “Jamie’s pretty much been taking me every day.”

“Jamie’s exhausted,” Beth said. “She needs sleep. So, it looks like you’re stuck with me, love.”

Lily shrugged. “I guess I am,” she said, grinning as she grabbed her water bottle. “Just think,” Lily continued, “in a few months, I’ll be able to learn how to drive, and then neither of you will have to take me to training.”

Beth followed her out the door, a small, satisfied smile tugging at her lips. A year ago, this kind of interaction would’ve been tense—stilted and full of gaps neither knew how to fill.

Now?

Now it felt easy.

As they drove, the sky was still that deep, early morning blue, and the streets were quiet, aside from the few other people who were up and about at this early hour.

Lily had her feet tucked up on the seat as she scrolled through her phone, but Beth could tell she wasn’t focused. Her knee bounced slightly, a telltale sign that she had something on her mind.

She let her sit with it for a minute before breaking the silence. “You okay over there?”

Lily glanced up as if startled out of her thoughts. “Huh? Oh. Yeah. Actually, I was gonna ask if you and Mom had talked about the social-media stuff.”

“We did.”

Lily sat up straighter, eyes wide. “And?”

Beth paused, drawing it out for a second before glancing at her. “We’re on board.”

“Seriously?” Lily gasped. “Like you’re not just saying that.”

“Seriously. But we have a few ground rules . . .” Beth didn’t even get to explain them. Lily was already off, excitedly chatting away.

“I have so many ideas.”

“That’s amazing, love, but your mom and I have some⁠—”

“I’ve been making a list of the kind of videos I want to do, and I already talked to Dylan about it, and she thinks it’s genius. I want to start with behind-the-scenes training stuff, but also, like, Q and As? Maybe some challenges? And⁠—”

Lily launched into an entire brainstorm session, her mind already a mile ahead.

Beth listened and watched her out of the corner of her eye, smiling fondly. Lily had this way of seeing the world—full of possibilities and excitement. There was something special about that. Beth would get to the rules and stipulations she and Sarah had worked out later. Now, she’d let Lily enjoy the excitement for the time being.

Beth reached over, ruffling Lily’s hair.

“Hey!” Lily batted her away, but she was grinning.

Beth laughed. “I love how you see the world, you know that?”

Lily tilted her head, considering that for a second before offering a small, genuine smile. “Yeah,” she said simply. “I do.”

As they pulled into the gym parking lot, Beth thought, maybe this wasn’t so bad. Maybe she was figuring it out after all.

Lily opened the passenger door, then paused, glancing back at her. “Thanks for driving me this morning.”

“I’ve always got time for you, Lily.”

“I just wanted to let you know I appreciate it. I probably don’t say that enough,” Lily said, with a sincerity to her words. Then, without thinking too much about it, she leaned over the center console, wrapping her arms around Beth in a quick but tight hug. “Love you, Mama.”

Beth’s breath caught in her chest, but she recovered quickly, hugging her back. “Love you, too, sweetheart.”

Lily started to pull away, but Beth stopped her with a gentle hand on her arm.

“You know . . .” She hesitated, then smiled softly. “I love hearing you say that.”

Lily blinked, then ducked her head slightly.

Beth looked at Lily, really looked at her before she spoke. “Lily, love, I need you to know how proud I am of you,” she said quietly. All the things she had wanted to tell Lily over the last year that had felt so hard to find the words for suddenly seemed within reach. “So proud of the person you’re becoming. And no matter what happens at trials or what comes next, that will never change. I will always be so incredibly proud of you just for being you.”

Lily’s grin softened into something smaller, more vulnerable. “Thanks, Mama.”

Beth reached up, gently tucking a stray piece of blonde hair behind Lily’s ear. “I’ve worn a lot of titles in my life,” she continued. “Friend, partner, wife, painter. But the best by far—the one I love more than anything—is being your mama.”

Lily’s expression flickered, emotion crossing her face for a moment before she glanced down. Beth swallowed, letting out a measured breath before pressing on.

“When I became your mom, I made myself a promise,” she explained. “That I wouldn’t pretend to have it all figured out. That I would own up to my mistakes when I made them. That even if I wasn’t always exactly who you needed me to be, I’d never stop trying.”

She hesitated, watching Lily’s blue eyes fixed on her, listening intently.

“My mom—she never did that,” Beth admitted, her fingers curling against her lap. “Any time I tried to talk to her about hard things, she’d shut down completely, like she couldn’t handle hearing it. I hated it, and I swore to myself I would never do that to you—that I’d never refuse to take accountability or say I was sorry when I got it wrong.”

Lily didn’t say anything, but Beth could see how she absorbed every word.

Beth met her gaze, the little mirrors of her own eyes staring back at her so steady and sure. “I’m sorry for how things were last year. Leaving for that tour was one of the hardest decisions I’ve ever made. And I’m sorry for the way I left you. I hate that I made you feel alone, and I hate that I didn’t see how much you were struggling. But I need you to know I never stopped loving you. Not for a second.”

Lily nodded, biting the inside of her cheek. “I know, Mama.”

Beth reached for her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I’m so glad we’ve been able to rebuild this, Lily. Us.”

Lily squeezed back. “Me too.”

For a moment, neither of them said anything. Then, Lily smirked. “You’re gonna make me late for practice with all this emotional stuff, you know.”

Beth laughed, rolling her eyes. “Go. Get out of my car, you little menace.” She swatted at her playfully as Lily grinned and climbed out.

“Love you, Mama.”

“Love you, too, Lils.”

As she watched Lily disappear into the gym, she felt it—the warmth that came with the steady feeling of wholeness.

The roads were quieter now, the early morning rush still an hour or two away. The low hum of the tires against the asphalt filled the silence as Beth let herself settle into the moment, her mind drifting.

For the first time in maybe ever, she didn’t feel like she was running on empty.

For so long, her life had been a balancing act—constantly trying to keep all the moving pieces from crashing down around her. But somewhere along the way, she had figured it out.

It wasn’t perfect.

Life still threw curveballs.

Jamie’s follow-up appointment, for example. That was one hell of a curveball.

The possibility that Jamie’s cancer could be back was terrifying, a weight sitting in her chest that never quite went away.

But it didn’t feel like free fall anymore.

Because deep down, Beth knew that no matter what happened, they would handle it. Together.

She thought about Jamie curled up in bed, exhausted but not shutting Beth out. She thought about Lily launching into a million ideas about social media, her excitement practically vibrating off her.

She thought about this morning and how easy it had been, about how their family—because, yeah, that’s what they were—felt solid in a way she had never thought possible.

Beth felt steady. Like maybe she wasn’t just balancing. Maybe she was finally living.

And that?

That felt pretty damn good.

When Beth got home, the house was quiet, and the morning light cast a soft glow across the hardwood floors. She toed off her shoes and dropped her keys into the dish by the door, then stretched for a moment before making her way upstairs.

Jamie was exactly where Beth had left her—curled up beneath the covers, her hair a dark tangle against the pillow, one arm sprawled out across Beth’s side of the bed as if reaching for her in her sleep.

She smiled to herself as she slipped back into bed, carefully easing beneath the covers. As soon as she settled in, Jamie instinctively turned toward her, her body pressing into Beth’s warmth like a magnet.

“Mmm,” Jamie hummed sleepily, her voice muffled against Beth’s shoulder. “You’re back.”

Beth smiled, pressing a soft kiss to Jamie’s forehead. “I’m back.”

Jamie made a contented noise in response, her arm lazily draping over Beth’s waist. Beth ran her fingers through Jamie’s messy hair, her touch slow and soothing. Within minutes, Jamie’s breathing evened out again, and before Beth knew it, she, too, was drifting.

They slept like that for a few more hours, wrapped up in each other, the world outside held at bay. Beth stirred to the feeling of warm lips pressing lazy kisses along her shoulder, trailing up the curve of her neck. A slow, sleepy smile pulled at her lips.

“Jamie,” she murmured, as she shifted slightly, instinctively leaning into the touch.

Jamie hummed, her lips ghosting over Beth’s pulse before she nipped at her earlobe. “Morning . . . again.”

Beth shivered, tilting her head to the side to give Jamie better access. “You seem awake now.”

Jamie’s only response was a deep laugh, low and teasing, followed by the slow, deliberate press of her thigh between Beth’s.

Beth let out a soft hum, the last remnants of sleep fading as Jamie’s hand found her waist, fingers splaying over bare skin.

She turned in Jamie’s arms and their lips found each other easily, bodies melting together. Jamie kissed her slowly, deeply, like they had all the time in the world.

She sighed against her mouth, hands slipping up Jamie’s back, pulling her closer.

Jamie smirked, rolling their bodies until Beth was beneath her, pulling back enough to meet eyes, dark with heady want.

“Morning’s not over yet,” Jamie murmured, her voice husky.

Beth laughed quietly, running her fingers through Jamie’s hair. “No,” she agreed, breathless. “It’s not.”

And then Jamie kissed her again, stealing the words right from her lips.

Jamie’s lips were everywhere—soft and insistent, trailing down her body like she had all the time in the world. Every kiss, every slow drag of Jamie’s mouth, sent heat curling low in Beth’s stomach, unraveling her piece by piece.

She arched instinctively, trying to gain some control, but Jamie laughed, low and knowing, and pressed her back down with steady hands.

“You take care of everyone around you,” Jamie purred. “Let me take care of you.”

“I—” she tried to protest feebly.

Jamie cut her off with a kiss so deep and dizzying Beth forgot where she was for a moment as the feeling of Jamie’s fingers tightening around her wrists, pinning them gently against the sheets, took over. She could have fought it—Jamie wasn’t holding her that hard—but she didn’t want to.

God, she didn’t want to at all.

“Jamie.” Her voice broke apart as Jamie kissed a slow path down her throat, her collarbone, lower and lower.

She could feel Jamie smirking against her skin as she muttered encouragements. “That’s it, let go.”

And so she did.

She surrendered to the press of Jamie’s mouth, the heat of her skin, the way Jamie knew exactly what she needed before she even had to ask. Jamie’s hands slid lower, teasing and confident, coaxing her to the edge with agonizing precision.

A high-pitched gasp left her when Jamie’s fingers hit a particularly sensitive spot, her back arching, her body pressing into Jamie’s, chasing every sensation, every spark Jamie pulled from her with nothing but her mouth, her hands, her voice. She grabbed fistfuls of sheets as Jamie’s name fell from her lips, wrecked and wanting, over and over.

And when Jamie finally took her the way she had been promising with every teasing touch—Beth swore she saw every color known to humankind all at once.

Jamie held her through it, whispering soft, filthy things against her skin as she shattered beneath her, until she was nothing but boneless limbs and the slow, lazy aftershocks of pleasure curled through her.

She tried to gather herself, breath shaky still from her orgasm, but Jamie had other plans as she kissed her way back up Beth’s body, smirk lazy, fingers still skimming sensitive skin, making Beth shudder. “Told you morning wasn’t over yet,” she teased.

Jamie’s grin was full of pride at a job well done as she finally released Beth’s wrists, threading their fingers together instead.

She squeezed Jamie’s hand, still trying to steady her breathing.

“I love you,” Jamie said between soft kisses, making her heart clench in the best way.

She cupped Jamie’s cheek, pulling her down into a deep and slow kiss, a thank-you without words.

“I love you so much,” she murmured against Jamie’s lips, feeling her smile form.

“Good.” Jamie’s fingers ghosted down her stomach, that wicked gleam back in her eyes that told her Jamie knew exactly what she was doing to her. “Now, let’s see how many times I can make you say my name before breakfast.”

Beth moaned, half exasperated, half already wrecked at the thought of what Jamie had planned for her.

Jamie grinned at the noises she made as she made good on her promise.
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Beth groaned, stretching out beneath the covers as Jamie pressed a final lazy kiss to her shoulder. Their bodies were tangled together, basking in their afterglow. Jamie hummed with satisfaction as Beth laughed, running a hand through her hair before finally pushing herself upright.

“If I don’t get up now, I never will,” she muttered.

Her limbs were heavy, her body delightfully sore, and Jamie looked entirely too pleased with herself. She swatted at her on the way to the bathroom, mumbling how she needed to shower alone just to physically recover before date day officially began, but Jamie laughed, utterly unrepentant.

Which was how Beth found herself standing under the warm spray of the shower, letting the steam work through the last remnants of exhaustion—and the very obvious evidence of Jamie’s handiwork.

She let herself linger momentarily, rolling out the tension in her shoulders. As much as she had resisted getting out of bed, she couldn’t deny that she was excited for whatever Jamie had planned for them today.

Loving Jamie had made Beth softer, but not in the way she had feared. It hadn’t dulled her edges or made her smaller—it had expanded her. Opened her. Jamie had shown her repeatedly that love didn’t have to mean sacrifice or losing herself. It could be easy and steady and passionate all at once.

She hadn’t seen any of this coming—not Jamie, not how they had built a life together, not how she wanted this life more than she had ever wanted anything.

When she stepped out of the shower, a neatly folded pair of workout leggings and one of her favorite sweatshirts were waiting for her on the counter. Beth smirked, shaking her head as she pulled them on. Jamie always acted like she wasn’t sentimental, but the way she knew which sweatshirt Beth would want to wear said otherwise.

Once dressed, Beth ran a towel through her damp hair and stepped into the bedroom—only to find it empty.

She frowned slightly, padding downstairs in search of her girlfriend.

When she reached the kitchen, she stopped in the doorway, feeling that familiar swell in her chest when the sight of Jamie standing by the counter, holding two to-go coffee cups and a brown paper bag, greeted her. Her smile stretching wide as soon as their eyes met.

Beth’s eyes flicked to the bag, already knowing what was inside. She crossed the kitchen and pulled it open to find her favorite breakfast sandwich—egg, turkey bacon, and avocado, all on an everything bagel.

“You,” she said, reaching for the sandwich, “are ridiculous.”

Jamie smirked as she handed her one of the coffees. “Ridiculously thoughtful?”

Beth took a sip. “I was going to say ridiculously predictable, but sure, let’s go with that.”

Jamie laughed, leaning back against the counter as Beth unwrapped her sandwich.

She took a bite and sighed happily. “Okay, I’ll admit, this is a pretty solid way to start date day.”

“Glad you approve.”

Beth eyed her thoughtfully, chewing before speaking “So, are you going to tell me what we’re doing today?”

Jamie smiled, grabbing her own coffee. “You’ll find out soon enough.” She leaned in and swiftly placed a kiss on Beth’s cheek before moving toward the door. “Come on, babe. Trust me.”

Beth followed, rolling her eyes. “I do trust you.”

Jamie turned and grinned. “Good.”

Whatever Jamie had planned, it was going to be good. And honestly? She was happy enough to be wherever Jamie was.

Twenty-five minutes later, Beth stared at the towering indoor rock wall before her, then at Jamie, who was grinning like she had done something diabolical. It was that same smile that had initially drawn her to Jamie months ago, at her last art show.

“You brought me rock climbing?” Beth asked, arching a brow. “On purpose?”

Tightening the strap of her harness, Jamie smirked. “Well, yeah. I thought it’d be fun.”

Tilting her head back to take in the multicolored holds, the sharp angles, and the absurdity of this wall’s height, Beth let out a slow breath. She reached out to touch one of the holds, the texture like fine sandpaper on her fingertips.

“Fun,” she echoed flatly. “I’m sure you’ve realized this by now, but I’m not exactly athletic.”

She caught the grin on Jamie’s face as she stepped in closer to tighten Beth’s harness for her. “Don’t worry. We’ll take it slow. One hold at a time.” She tugged on the strap around Beth’s waist, testing the fit before giving her a teasing smirk. “And, if you’re really good at this, maybe we’ll get you a different kind of harness later,” Jamie said, in a low voice meant only for her.

Beth let out a flustered laugh, her cheeks going red as she rolled her eyes and swatted Jamie’s shoulder. “And here I thought maybe you had matured a little in the last few months.”

“What? You walked right into that one.” Jamie grinned.

Beth shook her head, fighting a smile as Jamie knelt to check the leg straps. “I can’t believe you roped me into this.”

“Hey, you’re the one who put the harness on. Technically, you roped yourself in.”

Beth rolled her eyes. “Why am I in love with you?” she groaned.

“Excellent question,” Jamie said, looping the belay rope through the carabiner. Then she softened, stood, and looked Beth square in the eye. “But really—climbing is about communication and trust. And I thought it would be a good thing for us to do together, you know, after everything.”

Beth held Jamie’s gaze, the humor in the moment fading slightly as it was replaced by a deeper understanding.

Jamie’s voice dropped, quieter now. “Trusting you, letting you in, has been the best thing I’ve ever done,” she admitted quietly. “I hope you trust me, too.”

“I do,” she said simply. Because it was the truth, she did trust Jamie—fully and completely.

“Good, because I’m going first. Don’t let me fall.”

Beth crossed her arms, watching uneasily as Jamie clipped herself in and tested the rope. “Got it—I’ll hold on and hope you don’t fall to your death?”

Jamie shot her a wink. “Exactly.”

Beth snorted, but as Jamie turned and reached for the first handhold, an unexpected tightening in her chest took over. It was one thing to say she trusted Jamie—it was another to feel it in her bones how much Jamie trusted her.

“Do exactly what I showed you,” Jamie continued, “and talk me through everything you’re doing. You’ve got this.” She leaned in and quickly kissed her cheek before taking her starting position. “On belay.”

“Belay on!” Beth called back to Jamie, letting her know she was ready. She planted her feet.

“Climbing.”

“Climb on.”

Jamie climbed, moving with ease, and Beth held the rope firmly, keeping her anchored and safe, exactly like she promised.


THIRTY
JAMIE


Jamie adjusted her cuff links, rolling her shoulders before stepping into the bathroom. The rich fabric of her suit hugged her frame, the deep forest-green base embroidered with an explosion of intricate florals—dark vines, lilac blossoms, and deep crimson petals blooming across the lapels and sleeves. It was bold, a little ostentatious, but it felt good. It felt right.

Beth was at the vanity, applying the finishing touches to her makeup. Jamie stalled for a moment, admiring the way the green cocktail dress hugged her in all the right places. Soft light reflected off the smooth curves of her shoulders and the delicate shimmer of her earrings.

Jamie swallowed, suddenly hyperaware of the way the air in the room shifted the second she stepped in.

Beth’s hand stilled mid-swipe of mascara, eyes flicking to meet Jamie’s reflection in the mirror, then ran down her body—slow, appreciative, and deliberate.

Jamie smirked, lifting an eyebrow. Well, that answers that question.

Still, she asked anyway. “Do I look okay?”

Beth turned, fully taking her in now, and Jamie felt her eyes like a physical touch. The corner of Beth’s mouth tugged up slightly, like she was trying not to be too obvious about it.

“I’ve always thought you looked fantastic in a suit,” Beth said quietly, stepping closer. “Ever since the first night we met.” Beth hummed her approval, her fingers ghosting along Jamie’s lapel, feeling the embroidery beneath her fingertips.

Jamie glanced down at her own outfit, then shrugged. “Lily picked it out for me. She has a good eye for these things.”

Beth blinked, her fingers pausing momentarily against the fabric before she smiled. “She does,” she agreed. “She picked out this dress for me too.”

Jamie smirked. “So what you’re saying is that Lily is single-handedly responsible for how stunning we look tonight?”

Beth laughed, shaking her head as she turned back to the mirror to finish her eyeliner.

Jamie leaned against the counter and watched Beth in the mirror, memorizing the way her fingers moved with practiced ease. The small, almost imperceptible smile that tugged at her lips. The way she adjusted the tiny gold necklace around her neck before reaching for her lipstick.

She was so effortless in her beauty, in the way she carried herself.

Jamie’s fingers curled slightly against the counter’s edge.

Tonight was a big night.

The biggest night she’d had since winning her last gold medal.

She wasn’t nervous about the speech, or the media, or the endless camera flashes. That part was easy. But this—Beth standing beside her—still made her nervous, though not for the reasons it once had.

It wasn’t fear anymore, not of messing up or letting Beth down. No, the nerves she felt now were something else entirely—something deeper. It was admiration, woven through with the quiet, unwavering desire to make her proud. To be the kind of person Beth already seemed to believe she was.

She inhaled slowly, then exhaled just as carefully. “You know, there are going to be a lot of photographers there,” Jamie said, “And press. And a lot of people who are going to want pictures of us together. I . . .” She hesitated, searching for the right words. “I need you to know that if any part of you doesn’t want that—if you don’t want to be thrust into the public light with me—you don’t have to do this.”

Beth met her gaze in the mirror, her expression unreadable for a long moment before she turned and stepped closer.

“Jamie,” she said, in that perfect way she always said her name. “Part of being in love is sharing in each other’s success, and this? Tonight? This is a huge success for you. I want to be there with you. To celebrate you. And I want everyone to know I’m with you, if that’s what you want. I love you. I’m with you.”

There was no mistaking her certainty and Jamie let out the last remnants of tension she carried. She hadn’t realized how much she’d needed to hear that until the words had already settled deep within her.

She nodded, squeezing Beth’s hand three times before lifting it to press a kiss to her knuckles. “I love you, too,” she murmured.

“Good,” she said, bringing a hand to cup Jamie’s cheek. “Now, come on, we have a party to get to.”

Jamie leaned into her touch, grinning before Beth dropped her hand.

Whatever happened tonight, whatever chaos came with it, she knew one thing for certain.

She wouldn’t face it alone.

The party was in full swing when Jamie and Beth arrived at the industrial-chic venue where they had chosen to host the Empwr launch party. Exposed brick walls sat opposite towering warehouse windows that overlooked Downtown Seattle. A bold red neon sign pulsed against the back wall, casting a warm glow over plush black leather sofas and a sleek blue-lit bar. The space buzzed with energy—laughter, conversation, and the clink of glasses filling the air.

They quickly found Lily and Sarah, who both greeted them with broad smiles.

“Look at you two!” Lily squealed, as they approached. “Oh. My. God. Jamie, that suit is perfect! I knew it. And, Mama, I told you that dress would look so good on you.” She clapped her hands excitedly, practically vibrating with excitement.

“I see she played stylist for both of you as well,” Sarah said, pulling Beth into a hug before turning to Jamie. “She’s right, though, Jamie. That’s one hell of a suit for one hell of a woman. Congrats again on all of this.” Sarah motioned to the room around them.

Jamie scanned the room, pleased with how everything had come together. Empwr’s launch had drawn exactly the kind of crowd she had hoped for—investors, media personalities, athletes, and advocates, all buzzing with conversations centered around the importance of women’s sports beneath the glow of the chandeliers.

“Thanks, Sarah. That means a lot coming from you.”

Shannon appeared beside them with Wren in tow, her commanding presence a sharp contrast to Wren’s unsure movements.

“Yay! You ended up going with what I picked out for you, too, Wren.” Lily bounced on her toes, her energy buzzing like static in the air. “You. Look. Incredible.” Lily made a motion with her hand for Wren to spin so she could admire her handiwork.

Jamie smirked as she watched Wren rapidly shift through several emotions in quick succession: paralysis, horror, embarrassment, and acceptance as she eventually did as Lily asked. Jamie had to admit, Lily had also picked the perfect outfit for Wren—long trousers paired with a stylish pair of chunky loafers and a crisp white T-shirt. Young, stylish, comfortable . . . and unlikely to trip Wren.

“Uh, yeah, thanks. I needed your help. I’m not good at these things.” Wren smiled at Lily briefly before looking down at her shoes. Lily looped her arm through Wren’s and turned to Beth and Sarah, who had been watching the exchange with amused expressions, and Jamie watched Beth closely.

“Moms, this is Wren. Wren, these are my moms. Wren plays for the Puget Sound Pride, and she’s, like, totally amazing on the field.”

Wren’s posture snapped even straighter, her shoulders practically touching her ears. “Uh, well, I wouldn’t say amazing, exactly⁠—”

“She’s being humble,” Lily interrupted, nudging Wren lightly with her elbow. “Seriously, you should see her play. It’s unreal.”

Beth and Sarah exchanged a knowing glance, the kind Jamie had seen a handful times before—the quiet but unmistakable exchange of two parents clocking an important moment.

Beth, ever the warm and gracious one, extended her hand first. “It’s nice to meet you, Wren. I’m Beth, and this is Sarah.”

“Oh.” Wren blinked, then awkwardly shook Beth’s hand like she had never done anything like it before. “Sorry. I get a little nervous meeting new people.”

“That’s okay with us,” Sarah said softly, offering her hand as well. “It’s nice to meet you, Wren.”

Wren shook her hand just as stiffly, and Jamie barely suppressed a grin at the sight of Wren looking utterly flustered. Lily—either oblivious or enjoying herself too much to notice—kept talking, her hands moving animatedly. Wren, on the other hand, was ready to either bolt or combust.

Jamie leaned slightly toward Beth. “Think we should rescue her?”

Beth smirked. “Not a chance.”

Before Jamie could intervene, Shannon clapped a hand on her shoulder, drawing her attention away. “I need to borrow you to talk to some folks,” she said, already steering Jamie toward a small group across the room.

Jamie glanced back briefly to see Lily grinning up at Wren, who was now blushing. Beth and Sarah, meanwhile, were watching with a mix of amusement and curiosity.

Jamie shook her head and let Shannon lead her away.

They spent the next twenty minutes weaving through the crowd, shaking hands and making connections. They met with investors, athletes intrigued by Empwr’s mission, and a few key figures from the athletic tech world. Shannon, always the smooth talker, handled most of the business conversations, while Jamie added in anecdotes and personal touches about her journey.

“Whatever you two are doing, keep at it,” one investor said, clapping Jamie on the back. “This kind of movement is long overdue.”

Eventually, they made their way back to Beth and Sarah, who were still standing with Lily and Wren—Lily still chatting away, Wren still looking utterly flustered.

Before Jamie could comment, they were interrupted.

A sharp voice cut through the hum of conversation.

“Shannon.”

They turned to see a woman approaching them with purpose, her presence commanding. She was tall, with sharp, striking features, and steel-gray eyes that looked like they could see everything.

“Nell!” Shannon exclaimed, her face lighting up with genuine enthusiasm as she wrapped the woman in a hug. “Everyone, this is Cornelia Stanhope, owner of the Philadelphia Freedom.”

That’s why Jamie knew the name. Cornelia was one of the most powerful figures in women’s sports, known for her no-nonsense attitude and unwavering support for female athletes.

“I always knew you’d do big things, Shannon. You never disappoint.” Cornelia’s cool, assessing gaze shifted to Jamie. “And you must be the infamous Jamie Lyons. You two have done something special here,” she said. “Congratulations.”

Jamie nodded and accepted the handshake firmly. “Thanks, Cornelia. That means a lot.”

She gave a small nod, and Jamie noticed her eye briefly drifting to where Sarah stood, but then Cornelia was gone, already engaging in conversation elsewhere.

“Damn. Cornelia Stanhope in the flesh,” Amanda said, as she joined the group, looking briefly over her shoulder. “She’s hot, right? I don’t even like women, and I’d still listen to whatever she has to say.” Jamie concealed a laugh in a cough as Shannon rolled her eyes. “What?” Amanda shrugged. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

“How long until we’re able to call her Nell?” Jamie asked, giving Shannon a questioning eyebrow raise.

“She lets you know when, but word to the wise, I wouldn’t dare call her that until she deems it okay. Now, enough of that. Are we ready for the big moment?”

“More than ready,” she said.

Lily grinned and pulled out her phone, flipping through her notes. “Alright, here’s the plan. As soon as the clock strikes midnight, we go live. Everyone knows we’re posting the same image at the same time—well, everyone except Jamie and Shannon. You two are each posting your own thing. But by 12:01, colorful posts saying ‘Invest in Women’s Sports’ will be all over the internet.”

“It’s genius,” Shannon said, clearly impressed.

“I know! Everyone will be talking about it.” Lily beamed as she clapped her hands.

Jamie felt a rush of pride as she looked at Lily. She had an eye for strategy and impact that Jamie was starting to admire more and more.

Shannon glanced at her watch. “Speaking of which . . . it’s time.”

Jamie took a deep breath, the energy in the room shifting subtly as people started gathering toward the small stage. She wasn’t nervous about the speech, or any of this really. It all felt so familiar but now reframed in a way that was manageable.

With Beth standing beside her along with Lily, Amanda, Sarah, and even Shannon—the realization hit her that not only had she made this incredible life that she adored, she managed to find a family along the way.

As if sensing the shift, Beth met her gaze, gently tracing her fingers up Jamie’s arm in a reassuring way saying You’ve got this without uttering a single word.

“Alright,” Jamie said, stepping forward. “Let’s do this.”

She stood beside Shannon on the raised platform and looked out over the crowd. From up here, she could see everything—the glittering chandeliers throwing warm light over the sea of people, the neon sign casting everyone in its warm glow as a quiet murmur of anticipation settled over the room. It reminded her of Beth’s art show all those months ago. The way she had stood in front of a room full of people and spoken about passion and letting go of inhibitions. Now, it was Jamie’s turn.

Shannon’s voice rang through the space, steady and commanding. “We’ve talked a lot tonight about what Empwr is. About what we’re building here. But I want to take a second to talk about why.”

Jamie let Shannon’s words wash over her as she scanned the room, her eyes landing on Beth, like there was some kind of gravitational force she had no desire to fight against.

She was watching Jamie, blue eyes locked onto hers, a quiet sort of pride written into every line of her expression. And Jamie—Jamie felt everything all at once. The way Beth had stood by her side through all of this, not just the launch of this business but the relaunch of Jamie Lyons—Jamie Lyons 2.0. Beth had made her believe in the big-ness of herself again. The way Beth had reminded her—every single day—that she was worth fighting for.

Jamie inhaled deeply as Shannon finished her part of the speech and turned toward her. It was her time to shine.

“Hey,” she said into the microphone, her voice steady despite the nerves thrumming beneath her skin. “Some of you may have forgotten me, but I’m Jamie Lyons.”

A soft ripple of laughter moved through the small crowd, a few knowing smiles exchanged between journalists who had been around long enough to remember her name.

“I was twenty-four when I retired from gymnastics, and I think that shocked quite a few people, because I never really explained why.” Her eyes found Beth in the crowd. She nodded and mouthed You’re doing great, and Jamie knew, in that moment, that she could do this. “I had breast cancer, and it stole my career before I was ready to let it go. And when I left, I didn’t leave the sport. I left everything.”

She glanced across the crowd, her eyes landing now on Amanda, who gave her two thumbs up.

“For a long time, I swore I would never come back to this life.” She gestured around the room. “But unfortunately for me, I have a very demanding best friend—yes, I’m looking at you, Amanda Fitz-Simmons.” She pointed to Amanda, who raised her champagne glass at Jamie. “And she’s the type of person you can’t say no to. And being back reminded me about how much I love this community—this fight, this belief that things can be better for the next generation of women in sports. That they should be better, and be treated better.”

A hush settled, the room hanging on her every word as she continued.

“Women’s sports have never been given the investment, the opportunity, the respect that we deserve. We’ve been told for decades that we’re not profitable, that we don’t draw the same crowds, that we should be grateful for the scraps we’re given. But here’s the thing—we were never the problem. The system was.”

A murmur of agreement moved through the audience.

“And now? We’re changing that. Empwr is about rewriting the story. It’s about making sure women’s sports don’t just survive, but thrive. It’s about investing in women—because when you invest in women, you invest in the future.”

She let that settle for a moment, scanning the crowd again.

“There’s a quote I’ve always loved: ‘We stand on the shoulders of those who came before us.’ That’s true, but I want to add to it.” She found Lily in the crowd, who was nudging Wren excitedly. “‘We build for the ones who come after us,’” Jamie said, her voice firm and unwavering. “We have only just begun to show you what we’re made of, so keep watching. Keep supporting. Keep investing in women’s sports. Because I promise you—you haven’t seen anything yet.”

The room erupted into applause.

Jamie let out a breath, finally letting herself look at Beth again. And there she was, watching her in a way that had the power to undo her completely.

She let the applause settle around her, let the energy of the room seep into her. The cheers, the clinking glasses, the warmth in Beth’s eyes—it was all so good, so much more than she had ever let herself hope for.

But beneath it, there was a quiet undercurrent of her own fears, the ones she was learning to coexist with as she waited for more information.

Her test results.

Somewhere in the next few weeks, a phone call would come. And with it, an answer to the question that lived permanently in her mind. Would her time be up?

For years, fear had been the loudest voice in her head. The what-ifs, the worst-case scenarios, the instinct to run before the ground could be pulled out from under her. Tonight, standing here—with Empwr, with Beth, with every single person who had become a part of this new life she had built—she realized she didn’t have to choose between fear and joy. She could hold both at once.

Because wasn’t that what all of this was? A balance between hope and uncertainty, love and loss, risk and reward.

She could be scared and still let herself be here. Let herself want this, have this, love this—love Beth for as long as she possibly could.

It was Beth’s gaze that steadied her—and the warmth of her hand, reaching for Jamie’s as if it had always belonged there.

Whatever came next, she’d face it.

Beth had once asked her if she was ready to stop running.

She was. And Jamie had never been more sure of anything in her life.


INSTAGRAM POST | NIGHT OF EMPWR LAUNCH


@ijamielyons

Hey. It’s been a while.

Almost eight years, to be exact.

Let me catch you up.

I made the decision to leave the public eye when I was twenty-four.

Not because I wanted to, but because I had to. One minute, I was competing on the world’s biggest stages, and the next, I was being told I had breast cancer. It’s funny—when you spend your entire life training for one thing, building your identity around a singular purpose, you don’t really think about what happens if it all gets taken away. But that’s exactly what happened. Gymnastics was everything to me, and then suddenly, it wasn’t.

So, I did what I thought I had to do. I ran as far away as I could from the world I had grown up in. I told myself I wanted nothing to do with it anymore, that I was done with the system that had chewed me up and spat me out.

It’s taken me a while to come back around, but so many people have reminded me why I fell in love with competition in the first place. Like Amanda Fitz-Simmons, who reminded me what it meant to be part of a team, even when I wasn’t competing. Like Shannon York, who made me believe in what women’s sports could be if we actually believed in and invested in them. And like Lily Gallagher, who reminded me of the kid I used to be—the one who loved this sport, really loved this, before the world told her she had to be perfect.

I fell in love with women’s sports again. This time, not as an athlete, but as someone who wanted to make it better—better for the next generation, for all the athletes who come after us. That’s what Empwr is all about. We’re here to invest in the voices and stories and business of women’s sports. We’re here to invest in women—because for too long, the world has treated us like an afterthought. We’re here to build something that lasts for the future of female athletes to enjoy.

So, no matter what, keep investing in women’s sports.

We’ve only just begun to show you what we’re made of.

#Empwr #InvestInWomen #ThisIsJustTheBeginning


EPILOGUE
BETH


Beth adjusted the strap of her bag over her shoulder as she and Sarah navigated the crowded arena concourse. This was it—the Olympic trials. It was still surreal to think about. Lily—their Lily—competing in the Olympic trials as a hopeful for Team USA.

“We need to stop by the Empwr booth before we head to our seats,” Beth said, scanning the row of vendor tables lining the concourse. “I promised Jamie I’d send her a picture.”

Sarah stifled her small laugh with a cough. “You two text more than teenagers.”

Beth rolled her eyes but smiled. “She’s been running around all morning. It’s my duty as a supportive girlfriend.”

They reached the Empwr booth, where the familiar slogan—Invest in Women’s Sports—was splashed across banners, T-shirts, hats, and sleek promotional materials. Beth picked up two brightly colored shirts and held one out to Sarah.

“How mortified do you think Lily will be when she sees us in these?” Beth teased.

Sarah examined the shirt, a playful smile pulling at the corner of her mouth. “Completely mortified. Even better if there’s photographic evidence. We should put them on now, take advantage of the free marketing. You know the cameras are going to find us in the crowd.”

Beth laughed. “You just want to say you wore Empwr before it was mainstream.”

Sarah smirked. “I’m just always thinking about business.”

They quickly stopped at the bathroom to change before continuing toward their seats. As they walked, Beth felt a wave of nostalgia wash over her.

“How many of these have we been to over the years?” she mused, taking in the familiar energy of a competition day—the chatter of excited families, the bright arena lights, the smell of chalk in the air. But this one—the trials—carried a different weight. Beth could feel it; she was sure Lily was feeling it, too.

Sarah let out a low whistle. “Too many to count. The tiny invitational meets. The big national and international ones. Remember that one in Texas where the AC broke?”

Beth groaned. “How could I forget? Lily was still in juniors, and we were melting.”

“And now here she is. Trials. The Olympic freakin’ trials.”

“I know. I think back to the little girl who used to cartwheel in a tutu through the living room and have us judge her routines. She’s always been a little force of nature. She gets that from you, you know. I see so much of you in her.”

Sarah smiled in a way that she tried to hide, a way Beth had always pretended not to notice, but it was one of the things she’d seen first about Sarah all those years ago.

“Really? Because I was going to say she gets that from you.”

Beth slowed slightly and turned toward Sarah, considering her for a moment. “I think she gets it from both of us.”

They reached their seats, and Beth’s eyes instinctively sought the mats below—and there she was. Lily.

Sarah leaned toward her, her voice low as she took Beth’s hand. “Whatever happens today, whatever the outcome is for her, she’s already everything I ever hoped she would be and more. I know I wasn’t always good at saying it back then, but watching you raise her, and how you love her and support her dreams? I’ve never doubted for a minute that you are exactly the mom she needed.”

Beth’s eyes lingered on Sarah as her words landed. The fear, the doubt, the quiet uncertainty Beth had carried for years—the constant undercurrent of Am I enough for Lily?—lifted because she finally felt like she knew the answer. Yes. She was enough. She might not always be perfect, but Beth would always be enough.

She blinked hard, clearing her throat. “Are you trying to make me cry?” she said, eyes already darting away—landing on Lily, out on the floor, all fire and focus. She squeezed Sarah’s hand. Sarah, thankfully, did not follow up.

Jamie stood beside Lily now, her posture relaxed and focused, talking to Lily as she adjusted her grips. The past few weeks had been a whirlwind—Jamie’s re-entry into the public eye, the internet’s sudden fascination with their relationship, Lily’s now-viral clapback to a reporter asking one too many borderline homophobic questions about being raised by two moms, and the unexpected uptick in Beth’s art sales that had Sean grinning ear to ear—but in this moment, none of that mattered.

Jamie found Beth from across the floor, and a slow, knowing smile spread across her face as she lifted a hand in a wave. Beth waved back, warmth curling through her—the easy kind that came from knowing you were exactly where you were meant to be.

Lily turned then, spotting her and Sarah in the crowd. Without hesitation, she lifted her hands and shaped them into a heart.

Beth and Sarah, without missing a beat, did the same.

She had been afraid she was doing it wrong for so long—life, love, parenting. She had spent years searching for balance, for the right equation that would keep everything from falling over. But maybe there was no perfect formula. Maybe life wasn’t meant to be a balancing act. Maybe it was about learning to shift, to move with it, and to let go of the fear of falling.

She wasn’t scared of the unknown.

Not about the outcome of today for Lily. Not about Jamie’s test results. Not about how the shape of her life looked different from how she thought it would.

She was just here. And that? That was enough.

JAMIE

Her test results hadn’t come yet, and it was eating Jamie alive. It had been weeks, and she was still waiting, growing increasingly nervous each day. But she had to keep it together, because this weekend was about Lily. Bright arena lights illuminated the floor before them. Gymnasts carried whispered conversations with coaches, and judges scrutinized every last movement.

She pulled her thoughts away from the unknowns, centering herself on the here and now. Her therapist would be proud of her, Jamie thought, making a mental note to tell her about it during their next session.

“Jamie.” A small voice snapped her attention back to the arena. Lily had been preparing for her final routine of her Olympic trials—the beam. Jamie stood beside her, steady and calm, the way she wished she had been able to be for herself at Lily’s age.

“How are you feeling, kid?” Jamie asked, meeting her gaze.

Lily took a breath, shifting on her feet. “Good. A little nervous, but good. This is it, you know?”

Jamie grinned. “A little nerves are good. I want you to take all of those and use them. Let them push you to give it everything you’ve got.” She rested a hand lightly on Lily’s shoulder. “And most importantly, go out there and have fun. Because none of this is worth it if you can’t say you had fun doing it.”

Lily’s face broke into a brilliant smile, and without warning, she threw her arms around Jamie’s waist and squeezed her tight.

Jamie hugged her back fiercely. “Go crush it, Lils! Show them why they should pay attention—why everyone should know your name.”

With her heart thrumming with a familiar kind of excitement—the kind that reminded her exactly why she had fallen in love with this sport in the first place—she watched as Lily jogged toward the beam.

From the moment Lily took her first step on the apparatus, it was clear she was unstoppable. Every movement was precise when it needed to be but fluid when it mattered. The nerves that had been so visible just minutes ago were nowhere to be found.

Jamie watched in quiet awe, nudging Amanda beside her. “For all her complaining about how much she hates the beam, you’d never know it watching her.”

“She’s been nailing this set in practice.” Amanda hummed. “But she’s doing something different⁠—”

Jamie noticed it, too. The pacing of Lily’s routine had shifted. Her transitions between skills didn’t align with what she and Lily had planned, what Lily had practiced so many times.

Realization dawned on her, and she pieced together what Lily was up to.

“Is Lily about to do—?” Amanda started to ask.

Jamie couldn’t believe it, her grin already spreading. “Oh, yeah. She definitely is.”

She tried to contain her excitement as Lily moved into her final pass—the dismount.

A roundoff.

A back handspring.

And then⁠—

She went for it.

A double Arabian dismount, twisting through the air in a sequence so iconic it had been named after Jamie herself.

The Lyons dismount.

The entire arena seemed to hold its breath.

And then—Lily landed. Perfectly.

A deafening eruption of cheers split the air. Jamie and Amanda jumped to their feet, gripping onto each other as they screamed.

“She stuck it!” Amanda hollered, shaking Jamie’s shoulders. “Did you see that?! She stuck it! Goodbye Lyons dismount, hello the Gallagher!”

Jamie was already moving. Before she could process it, Lily had sprinted straight into her arms, colliding with a force that nearly knocked her backward, taking all the wind out of her.

“I did your dismount!” Lily gasped, still breathless.

“You did!” Jamie hugged her so tightly she could feel Lily’s heart pounding against hers. “That was incredible!”

Together, they turned toward the scoreboard as numbers flashed across the screen.

15.275.

Just enough to bump her combined beam score to the top of the leaderboard.

The crowd roared. And an overwhelming pride surged through her. She turned, searching through the sea of faces until she found Beth and Sarah in the stands. They were jumping up and down, holding each other, tears in their eyes.

This—this was what it was all about.

After the final rotations wrapped up, the gymnasts were called to line up for the moment they had all been waiting for—the announcement of the US Olympic Team. The entire arena fell into hushed anticipation as the names were read.

“Camila Vasquez.”

“Taylor Kensington.”

“Brooke Mizuno.”

“Zuri Williams.”

“Lily Gallagher.”

The crowd exploded. Jamie watched Lily’s eyes widen, her hands flying to her mouth before she turned, arms thrown around her teammates as they jumped up and down with her, celebrating.

Lily had done it. She was going to the Olympics—making history as the youngest gymnast to make the team.

Jamie watched, the smile still on her face as the new Olympians were swept away for interviews and press. She stepped away from the crowd for the first time all day. The high of the moment still buzzed in her veins, but as the arena’s noise dulled, she pulled out her phone only to see a missed call—Dr. Albright’s office.

She froze as that feeling of dread crept in. But instead of letting it consume her, she paused, took a deep breath, counted to ten, and held the phone to her ear.

She prepared herself for her world to fall apart any second now. But before those words had fully settled on her, she felt a hand circle around her waist and a chin rest on her shoulder. Beth was there, next to her—as if she had known Jamie needed her.

She barely had time to slide her phone back into her pocket, turning in Beth’s arms, and Jamie let out the biggest sigh of relief. It moved through her whole body, grabbing every last bit of fear she was still holding on its way out as she buried her face in Beth’s shoulder.

“I don’t have cancer,” she whispered against Beth’s hair, the words barely audible over the pounding of her own heart. “The doctor finally called. Everything came back benign.”

Beth pulled back just enough to see Jamie’s face, her eyes searching, full of an undeniable love so deep, so raw that Jamie felt it everywhere.

“Benign?” Beth echoed, Jamie confirmed. And then Beth was kissing her.

It wasn’t planned, wasn’t even a conscious thought—it was instinct, a reaction to the sheer magnitude of the moment—their fears finally, finally lifting.

When they pulled apart, Beth pressed her forehead to Jamie’s, exhaling shakily.

Her arms tightening around Beth, picking her up and spinning around as she laughed feeling lighter than she had in weeks. She didn’t have cancer.

Everything about today had been life-changing.

For Lily.

For Jamie.

For all of them.

And as she stood there, wrapped in Beth’s arms, Jamie felt it settle deep in her. This life—this family—was the best thing she had ever fought for.


Ready for more?
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CHAPTER ONE
SARAH


The law office of Braxton, Pryce, and Gallagher was quiet on a Friday night. Everyone had gone home for the evening already, and Sarah Gallagher liked it that way. No, she preferred it that way.

She sat behind her large mahogany desk, her back to an impressive wall of windows that overlooked Downtown Seattle. Soft hues of neon lights in vibrant shades reflected off the glossy surface of her desk, and Sarah could hear the soft patter of rain tapping against the glass behind her, but her attention was on the legal brief on her desk.

She studied the words, pausing momentarily before circling a phrase and writing in the margins in sharp, precise handwriting: “Clause 17C is a trap. Fix it.” She smiled to herself before closing the folder with a satisfying snap. Sure, she could have saved her final read through until sometime next week, but Sarah wasn’t the type of woman who let things sit. She was the type who did what needed to be done before anyone knew they needed it.

A soft knock drew her attention.

“Sarah?”

Sarah looked up, blinking once over the frame of her glasses. Her assistant, Avery, hovered in the doorway, holding a garment bag in one hand and Sarah’s phone in the other.

“You told me to make you leave if you stayed past eight. You have the Empwr anniversary party, remember?”

She glanced at the time. It was ten past eight. Time had gotten away from her, like it usually did when work was involved. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to go to the Empwr party. She was proud of the work Jamie Lyons and Shannon York had done to further investment in women’s sports. But, honestly, she’d rather be anywhere else tonight.

She may have let herself get drawn into her work to put off going to the party because going to that party meant more time spent around her ex-wife, Beth—the same ex-wife she happened to still be completely in love with—and Jamie, who happened to be dating said ex-wife. This was a problem she was determined to either solve or forget; she just hadn’t decided which yet.

Sarah sighed as she removed her glasses and rubbed at her temples. She saw enough of Beth and Jamie daily as the three navigated co-parenting their daughter, Lily. “You’re right, Avery. I guess I should stop avoiding it.” Sarah smiled at the girl.

Avery arched a brow, unimpressed by the rare moment of vulnerability. “Avoiding what? The party, the schmoozing, or having to be around your ex?”

Sarah smiled as she reached for the garment bag. Avery was sharp—Sarah wouldn’t have hired her if she wasn’t—and one of the few people Sarah let talk to her so bluntly. She needed that rapport with an assistant. “Don’t get cheeky. You still work for me,” Sarah teased lightly.

“I’m just doing the job you hired me to do,” Avery shot back, handing over Sarah’s phone next.

Avery Chen had impressed Sarah from the moment they met. It was six years ago, during a high-stakes arbitration hearing. Then, at just twenty-two and working as a legal intern for the opposing firm, Avery was supposed to be background support—handling coffee runs, binder prep, and logistics.

Sarah had arrived early, as always, and requested a case file her team hadn’t received. While the clerk fumbled and paralegals scrambled, Avery calmly walked over, handed her the file, and said, “Page seventeen’s redacted incorrectly. Figured you’d want to know before you argue it.”

Sarah had looked up, arched a brow, and thought, Interesting.

Two weeks later, she offered Avery a job with income and benefits she knew she wouldn’t refuse.

Sarah stood, rolling her shoulders once before moving to the sleek leather loveseat in the corner of her office. She unzipped the garment bag and pulled out the dress she’d told Avery to have pressed—the one Lily had chosen for Sarah to wear tonight—a sleek, black, backless dress that came with a note scrawled in her daughter’s loopy handwriting. This has YOU written all over it. Sarah carefully removed the note and slid it into the accompanying clutch.

As she changed in the dim glow of her office, Avery turned politely toward the door and continued speaking. “Your driver’s out front. If we leave in the next five minutes, you’ll make it before the speeches.”

“God forbid I miss an inspirational toast,” Sarah muttered under her breath, tugging the zipper up her side with practiced ease. She slipped into her heels, smoothed her honey-brown hair back into a low bun, and slipped her lipstick and phone into her clutch. She glanced in the mirror on the back of her door, taking in her reflection. Lily had been right, as usual. The dress was very her. She felt powerful, calm, composed. Untouchable. And damn, she looked good.

She stepped out into the hallway, and Avery gave a low whistle. “If you’re going to suffer through this night, at least you’ll look great doing it.”

Sarah smirked. “That’s always the plan.”

They rode the elevator in silence, the kind only people who spent too much time together shared comfortably. At the bottom floor, Sarah stepped into the cool, damp night air. Rain slicked the pavement in glinting neon, and a black SUV waited at the curb.

She slid into the back seat and looked at the two unread messages waiting on her phone.

Lily 6:45 PM


What did you think of the dress!? Do you love it? I saw it and immediately thought of you! Can’t wait to see you in it.




Beth 7:25 PM


Are you still coming tonight? Lily says she wants a picture with all of us.




Sarah swallowed hard, closed the screen, and leaned against the leather seat as the driver pulled into traffic. It would be fine. She was fine. She could survive a few hours playing nice with the woman she loved, and the woman she’d loved had chosen over her. Sarah had been doing it every time she’d seen Beth and Jamie for nearly two years, since they had gotten together. It was the best thing to do for her family, for Lily. She’d simply take those feelings for Beth—those completely overwhelming, all-encompassing feelings—place them in their box, and put them away. Tonight wasn’t about her. It was about celebrating Empwr and Jamie. Pull it together, Gallagher, she told herself as the SUV pulled up in front of an industrial building.

The moment she walked into the glowing, vaulted space of the Empwr party—with its low lighting, brushed brass fixtures, and cocktail tables dotted around the room—she was hit with the sound of lively chatter and soft music coming from a band in the corner. Even in such a lively space, her gaze immediately found Beth.

It was almost annoying how magnetically drawn to Beth she had always been. Beth was across the room—glowing, laughing at something Jamie had just whispered in her ear. Her gold dress shimmered in the low light like molten metal, making it impossible to ignore her. And God, that dress. It was audacious and bold and entirely Beth. She looked happy.

Which was exactly what Sarah had told herself she wanted. That was the lie she repeated like a mantra every morning while she pulled her hair back into a tight knot and put on the version of herself no one could crack.

She shrugged out of her coat and handed it to the girl working the coat check-in exchange for a ticket. Her eyes were still on Beth, her body turned instinctively toward her. Sarah didn’t move, didn’t speak. She just let herself watch for a moment. Maybe a second too long . . .

Her chest tightened. She’d always loved Beth in green—moss, emerald, sage—but this gold was something else. Sarah had always been aware of Beth’s quiet power, sometimes more aware of it than Beth. But this? This was Beth stepping straight into her power without her.

That thought hurt a little more than she’d like to admit. She forced her eyes away before Beth caught her staring, because the only thing worse than wanting Beth this much was knowing she’d never be allowed to show it.

She took her time crossing the room in the opposite direction of the pair, stopping at the bar to order a bourbon on the rocks. Sipping her drink, she scanned the room, trying to look anywhere but at Beth and Jamie, but still, her eyes were drawn back to them. They were in their own world, and Sarah couldn’t help but watch how Beth’s hand rested easily against Jamie’s arm, her laughter spilling out freely, eyes bright. Jamie, for her part, was looking at Beth like she had put the stars in the damn sky. “Kill me,” she thought (possibly aloud), as she rolled her eyes.

It had almost been two years. Two long years of watching Beth fall deeper and deeper in love with someone who wasn’t her. Sarah handled everything the same way: by compartmentalizing. By filing away every lingering feeling, every what-if, every quiet ache in a place she could control. Beth was happy. That was what mattered. She’d figure her predicament out eventually.

She exhaled slowly, tearing her gaze away before she could spiral down a path she had walked a hundred times before. She took the last sip of her drink and placed the empty cup on the bar.

“Sarah Gallagher.”

The voice was steady, smooth like velvet but with the slightest hint of edge—a voice that belonged to someone who was used to people hanging on their every word.

Sarah turned to find herself face-to-face with none other than Cornelia Stanhope.

Even in the dim lighting, Cornelia was impossible to miss. Her long, dark hair was styled meticulously, not a strand out of place, and her eyes, intense but not unkind, were so sharply blue that they looked like steel. Sarah took one look at the sheer blouse, the velvet lapels of Cornelia’s tailored jacket—Saint Laurent, if she had to guess—and the way Cornelia seemed to own her space, and Sarah, who was never caught off guard, felt suddenly unsteady.

They had met before, of course. A year ago, at this very party. It had been a brief but impactful exchange. Since then, their paths had crossed a handful of times at charity galas and corporate fundraisers.

“It’s Sarah, right,” Cornelia said, her voice as smooth as her sharp-cut suit, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. It wasn’t really a question, and Sarah knew that.

Breathe, Sarah, she reminded herself. Use your brain; form words.

She nodded and attempted to pull her posture into something effortless and composed. “That’s right.”

Cornelia handed her a drink. Bourbon. On the rocks. Exactly the brand she had just finished a glass of.

“I noticed your glass was empty,” she said, not as a deflection but as fact.

Sarah accepted the glass, raising an eyebrow. “Thank you, Cornelia.”

A small smile ghosted over her lips, so brief Sarah might have missed it if she weren’t paying attention.

“Call me Nell, please,” she said, her voice dipping slightly into amusement. “Cornelia is a curse only a man named Thaddeus would give his child.”

That smile . . .

Sarah had never seen her smile before. It was beautiful.

Sarah took a sip of her drink, buying half a second to compose herself. She was not someone who was left speechless. Ever. But for some reason, standing here, watching Nell watch her, she felt disoriented in the best way.

“Alright, then. Nell it is.”

“How’s Lily doing with her training?” Nell asked, tilting her head slightly, and Sarah was momentarily mesmerized by how her dark brown hair moved as one fluid sheet. “Has she committed to the college gymnastics yet? I imagine she’s interested in competing in the National Collegiate Athletic Association—especially after that showing at the Olympics last summer.”

Sarah blinked. It was reasonable to expect that Nell would know of Lily, given Nell’s involvement in the world of women’s sports, but still, such an intimate question about Lily had disarmed her.

She smoothly covered her surprise, slipping into the confidence she wore like armor.

“We’re still a few years away from college, thankfully. Right now, it’s business as usual for Lily.” She smirked slightly, swirling her bourbon. “Although, between you and me, I’m hoping she picks Stanford.”

Nell hummed as if considering. “Good choice. Strong program. Strong academics.”

Sarah watched her, curious. There was something about how Nell steered a conversation—so subtle and effortless that most people wouldn’t notice it happening. Sarah noticed, though, because Sarah noticed everything, and she could tell that Nell was just like her—the type of woman who liked to be in control. Sarah wasn’t bothered by it. She found herself intrigued.

Their conversation wove between topics—business, sports, strategy. Sarah could hold her own in any discussion, but talking to Nell felt like sparring with someone who knew how to match her step for step, never giving her the upper hand.

“I’m glad to see you here tonight.” Nell’s voice was soft without being dainty in a way where it would get lost. “I’m sure you’ve noticed that our paths keep crossing.”

Sarah sipped her drink slowly. She had noticed Nell at other events over the past year. It was hard not to see Nell when she was in a room, with the way she commanded attention, but Sarah had never been brave enough to approach her. “We do seem to keep ending up in the same places,” she agreed.

“You interest me, Sarah,” Nell said, matter-of-factly. “Top of your class at Stanford, youngest person—man or woman—to make partner at Braxton and Pryce. The work you were doing was impressive enough that Clint Braxton added your name to the firm, and Clint’s not a man who is easily swayed.”

“You’ve done your research,” Sarah commended, slightly shocked by how much Nell knew about her.

Nell’s smile only broadened. “I like to know who I’m getting involved with, Sarah. My time is valuable, and I ensure the people I spend it on are worth the investment.”

Sarah’s eyes followed Nell’s glass to her lips, which pursed together as she took a measured sip, and God, Sarah. Focus. She gulped, forcing her eyes back on Nell’s.

“Was there a verdict? Am I worth your time?”

A mischievous smile flashed so quickly across Nell’s features that Sarah thought she’d imagined it. “I’m still here talking to you, aren’t I?” Nell raised a delicate eyebrow, grinning.

“Well, then, consider me flattered,” Sarah said, coyly raising her glass to her lips to conceal her smile. She was half tempted to pinch herself to make sure this was really happening—that she, Sarah Gallagher, was flirting with Nell Stanhope. The Cornelia Stanhope.

This party may have been worth coming to after all.

The amber liquid bit her throat as she swallowed, never breaking Nell’s gaze. She had never seen eyes quite like Nell’s—the gray with just a hint of blue.

“You should be, but unfortunately, my time does seem to be coming to an end.” Nell smiled as she looked just over Sarah’s shoulder. When she turned, she saw Lily approaching from across the room with her best friend, Wren Parker, in tow.

Lily was dressed in a shimmery pink tulle cocktail dress and heels higher than Sarah would have ever approved of for a sixteen-year-old, but it was Beth’s week, not hers. Lily was the spitting image of her mother—fair skin, blonde hair, and those same striking blue eyes. In Sarah’s admittedly biased opinion, no one in the world was more beautiful, but she was growing up so fast.

“I was right!” Lily bounced up and down, clapping her hands together as she approached. “You look amazing, Mom.” Sarah beamed as she showed off the dress to her daughter.

“When it comes to this stuff, you usually are.” Sarah hugged Lily, placing a quick kiss on her cheek. “You look beautiful, Lils. And Wren.” She glanced at the taller girl, who seemed even more all-limbs than the last time she’d seen her. “Looking sharp as ever.”

Wren’s eyes immediately found the floor, as they usually did when Sarah spoke to her. “Thank you,” she mumbled.

With her arm still around Lily, Sarah turned to Nell. “Girls, you remember Cornelia Stanhope?” she said, with a small smile. She felt Lily straighten her shoulders, like Sarah always did when wanting to present herself in the best manner.

“Nell, please,” Nell said, shaking Lily’s outstretched hand, and then Wren’s. “Miss Gallagher, congratulations on your impressive wins last summer at the Olympics. And Miss Parker, it’s good to see you again. I was glad to see your name on the call-up list for the She Believes Cup. That goal you made in the game against Japan was something else.”

Wren’s cheeks turned bright pink, and Nell quickly glanced at Sarah as if to ask what was going on. Sarah gave her a look that said That’s just Wren, go with it.

“Oh, um, that was nothing, really. I mean Watson—oh, you know Watson because she, uh, plays for you. She saw the opening, and, uh, it was a team effort,” she finished quietly.

“Wren, we all watched that game, and yeah, Watson saw the opening, but you finished it,” Lily said, bumping her shoulder into Wren before turning to Sarah. “Mom sent me over to grab you. She and Jamie want to get photos before the speeches start.”

Sarah’s eyes flicked to the other side of the room before returning to Nell, who raised a slight eyebrow. “Tell your mom I’ll make my way over in a few minutes,” Sarah said to Lily. “Nell and I were just finishing up a riveting conversation.”

“Okay, but don’t take too long.” Lily turned back to Nell. “It was nice to see you again, Nell.”

“Nice to see you,” Wren chimed in, before the girls turned and made their way back across the party.

“She likes you, you know,” Sarah said, her voice low as her eyes tracked Lily and Wren where they weaved their way through the crowd. Lily’s strides, even in heels, were pure grace, whereas Wren seemed to stumble every few feet.

Nell’s brow arched slightly. “Wren?”

“Her too, but I meant Lily.” Sarah’s eyes darted to Nell’s fingers, which were toying absentmindedly with a delicate gold Cartier watch that circled her wrist—the only piece of jewelry she happened to be wearing. “You didn’t talk to her like she was a kid. That matters to her. And it matters to me.”

Nell swirled the remaining bourbon in her glass, then took a measured sip. “I don’t talk down to people I respect.”

Sarah’s gaze snapped back to Nell, something flickering briefly behind her eyes. “I’m not sure if that’s supposed to flatter or terrify me,” Sarah said, aiming for wryness, but her voice was too honest and thoughtful. “If I were a betting woman, I’d say your standards are pretty high.”

Nell’s eyes glinted excitedly. “You already know what it means to meet them.”

That brought a real smile from Sarah—small but genuine. “Do you always play your cards this close to the chest?” Sarah asked.

“Only when the stakes are worth it,” Nell quipped, unbothered, completely composed. “And you, Sarah Gallagher, are not a woman I’d waste time bluffing with.”

The moment between them stretched—longer than it should have—before Sarah glanced toward the other side of the room, where Beth and Jamie stood beside Lily. She could see the three of them smiling for a photo. She looked back at Nell, whose eyes narrowed slightly.

“I should go,” Sarah said, though she didn’t move. “Family photo.”

Nell tilted her head, studying her. “Of course. Wouldn’t want to keep them waiting.”

Sarah turned to leave, then paused, her voice softer this time. “I hope our paths cross again soon.”

Nell’s smile returned—measured and knowing. With calm, deliberate certainty that sent a chill up Sarah’s spine, Nell said, “They will.”

Nell slipped quietly into the crowd as the moment between them folded in on itself, quiet and, hopefully, unfinished.

Sarah threw back the last of her drink and made her way back to where Beth and Jamie were, willing her expression to be neutral and unbothered, but her thoughts were anything but.

Sarah wasn’t easily thrown. She spent her days head-to-head with high-powered executives, courtroom sharks, and tech billionaires who thought their wealth made them untouchable. She knew how to command a room, how to stay three moves ahead, how to read people before they even knew they were being read. But Nell? Nell had read her effortlessly and shaken her easily, and Sarah was still trying to figure out why.

Nell Stanhope casually seeking her out for conversation made no sense to her, but that hadn’t felt like casual small talk. No, Nell had been probing, calculating. But why?

It felt like playing chess with someone who already knew the match’s outcome and was only letting you play to see how long it would take you to catch up. Sarah wasn’t used to being on that side of the table, and she hated how much she wanted another round. Or two. Or three.

She slid in beside Lily just in time for another photo when she felt a familiar touch. “Wait, you’re a little twisted here,” Beth said, turning toward her, and Sarah willed herself not to react as Beth absently reached out to straighten the halter strap of her dress and Jamie laughed on her other side at something Wren had just said. Do not react, do not react, she recited as she smiled for the camera, pretending she couldn’t feel the ghost of Beth’s touch on her collarbone, where her hand had just been.

Her mind hadn’t caught up yet—an unfamiliar lag for someone usually ten steps ahead of everyone in the room. No, it was still standing across the room, locked in step with Nell Stanhope.

They will.

Nell had said it like a promise that their paths would cross again soon, not a possibility. Sarah hadn’t gotten a number—Nell wouldn’t be that obvious—but she made a mental note to ask Avery to find it. Quietly.

“You look stunning, Sar,” Beth said softly. “Lily knocked it out of the park again. You always could pull off a halter.” Sarah tried her best not to melt into those words, into the three-letter variation of her name that only Beth could get away with calling her. She told herself she wouldn’t, but she made the mistake of looking directly into Beth’s eyes—those pools of endless blue she had always loved to get lost in.

“So do you,” she said, and she meant it. Beth did look amazing, and it physically hurt her to say that out loud and not be able to do anything more about it.

Sarah forced herself to look away and turned instead to Jamie, who was deep in conversation with Wren and Lily.

“I think we can officially call Empwr a massive success, don’t you?” Sarah said, her voice assuming its usual commanding presence.

Jamie turned, her face lighting up at the praise. “Yeah. It’s been an insane year.”

“That’s putting it mildly,” Beth murmured, squeezing Jamie’s hand.

Jamie grinned at her before turning back to Sarah. “But, seriously, thank you. That means a lot.”

She softened slightly, sincerity slipping into her tone. “Well, for what it’s worth, I admire what you and Shannon have built here. Women’s sports needed this, and you two are already making a big impact. I can’t wait to see what the future holds.”

Jamie’s face flickered through something almost vulnerable—surprise, appreciation, maybe even relief—before she gave a lopsided grin. “Is this where we finally hug it out?” Jamie joked, already knowing Sarah’s answer.

Sarah chuckled, shaking her head. “Not a chance, Lyons.”

Jamie dove into telling her about some of the new businesses she had helped athletes get off the ground over the past year, and Sarah listened with mild interest, but it was getting increasingly harder to listen to Jamie when she could feel Beth’s eyes on her. Beth was watching her now, her blue eyes a little too knowing for Sarah’s comfort. Beth, who could always see right through her. This particular expression was that same disappointed I know you’re distracted look Beth had often worn through their marriage, but now, Sarah’s distraction was for an entirely different reason.

She raised an eyebrow, silently daring Beth to say something, and Beth almost did. She opened her mouth, hesitated, and narrowed her eyes slightly before sipping her drink—a silent truce.

Sarah brushed it off, returning her attention to Jamie as her phone buzzed in her clutch. Perfect, she thought, ready for a breather from this conversation.

“I’m sorry, I need to take this.” Her voice was perfectly apologetic as she stepped off to the side, away from Beth and Jamie, and pulled her phone from the small, beaded bag.

It wasn’t a call—she had known that when she made her excuse to leave. It was a text.

UNKNOWN NUMBER 9:04 PM


Dinner. Tomorrow, 8 PM. I’ll send a car.




– Nell




Sarah’s brain screeched to a halt. “What the?” she said under her breath.

She stared at the message as if she could intimidate it into further explanation, the same way she would when cross-examining witnesses. She was still processing Nell’s message when a sensation prickled at the back of her neck, a quiet awareness that someone was watching her.

She looked up, and there she was. Nell Stanhope.

Across the room, she was calm and composed, her steel-blue gaze locked onto her, the ghost of a smile playing at the corner of her mouth as she lifted her glass in a deliberate acknowledgment.

Sarah felt the weight of it—the unspoken challenge and invitation wrapped in that single motion.

She swallowed.

What have you gotten yourself into? her mind whispered. She wasn’t sure, but she was intrigued as hell.

That dinner couldn’t come soon enough.
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