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To my wife: I love you to the moon and to Caturn. You made this book a reality by your sheer determination that I write a better ending for Sarah, and I love that about you.

To the readers: love doesn’t always show up the way we think it will. Sometimes it’s not the neat, forever kind of happily-ever-after we were raised to expect. Sometimes it’s a lesson, or a reminder, or a chance to see ourselves more clearly. This story is about staying open to all the ways love can take shape, even when it’s messy, unexpected, or inconvenient. Because, at the end of the day, our job isn’t to control how love arrives. It’s simply to let it in when it does.

*Content warning: this book contains mentions of recreational club drug use between consenting adults, pregnancy loss, and death of a parent off-screen.
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ONE
SARAH


The law office of Braxton, Pryce, and Gallagher was quiet on a Friday night. Everyone had gone home for the evening, and Sarah Gallagher liked it that way.

She sat behind her large mahogany desk, her back to an impressive wall of windows that overlooked Downtown Seattle. Gentle hues of neon lights reflected off the glossy surface, and Sarah could hear the gentle patter of rain tapping against the glass, but her attention was on the legal brief before her.

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 quiet 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.”

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 quick—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, but even that had its limits. “Don’t get cheeky. You still work for me,” Sarah teased lightly.

“I’m doing the job you hired me to do,” Avery shot back, handing over Sarah’s phone next.

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. It was 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. She stepped 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. 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 everyone. 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 upbeat 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 her Sarah had always been. Beth was across the room, glowing, laughing at something Jamie had 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. Sarah’s eyes were still on Beth, her body turned instinctively toward her. She didn’t move, didn’t speak. Just let herself watch for a moment. Maybe a second too long . . .

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.

Sarah 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 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 acutely 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 exchange. Since then, their paths had crossed a handful of times at charity galas and corporate fundraisers—events where billionaires and the people who worked for them sipped expensive cocktails and made deals over appetizers flown in from around the world.

“It’s Sarah, right?” Cornelia asked, her voice as smooth as her sharp-cut suit. It wasn’t really a question, and Sarah knew that.

Breathe, Sarah, she reminded herself. Use your brain; form words.

She shifted, attempting to pull her posture into something effortless and composed. “That’s right.”

Cornelia handed her a drink. Bourbon. On the rocks. The exact brand she had just finished a glass of. “I noticed your glass was empty,” she said.

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.

She took a sip of her drink, buying half a second to compose herself. Sarah 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 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 leisurely. 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. My time is valuable, I ensure the people I spend it on are worth the investment.”

Sarah’s eyes followed Nell’s glass to her lips, watching them pucker 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?”

“I’m still here talking to you, aren’t I?” Grinning mischievously, Nell raised a delicate eyebrow.

“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—gray with the tiniest hint of blue.

“You should be, but unfortunately, my time does seem to be coming to an end.” Nell looked over Sarah’s shoulder. When Sarah 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 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 our conversation.”

“Okay, but don’t take too long.” Lily turned back to Nell. “It was nice to see you again, Nell.”

“Yeah, 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 circling 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 careful sip. “I don’t talk down to people I respect.”

Sarah’s gaze snapped back to Nell, “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. “Do you always play your cards this close to the chest?” She 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.

“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 quieter this time. “I hope our paths cross again soon.”

Nell’s smile returned, measured and knowing. “They will.” Nell said, with certainty that sent a chill up Sarah’s spine.

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.

It felt like playing chess with someone who already knew the match’s outcome—and was only letting the game continue to see how long it would take their opponent to catch up. And Sarah 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. 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, but she made a mental note to ask Avery to secure it.

“You look stunning, Sar,” Beth said sincerely. “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 beamed 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 flicked through a series of emotions—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’d 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 on to her, the ghost of a smile playing on her lips 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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TWO
NELL


Nell Stanhope never rushed. She made it a point to move through the world as though it were always waiting for her, because that’s how she liked it.

At forty-six, she had built herself a multi-billion-dollar empire. She began her career in private equity, learning early how to be aggressive and identify even the most minor cracks in a deal. Venture capital had come next. Overhyped, yes, but with that hype came leverage in the form of the impressive portfolio of companies under her belt. The pivot into women’s sports had been purely strategic at first. Buying the Philadelphia Freedom got her in the door of an underestimated and undervalued industry that she was able to shape, setting the gold standard for the development and treatment of female athletes.

The cool Seattle air hit her as she stepped out of a black town car. Across the street, towering glass windows reflected the city’s looming skyline, a sleek, modern contrast to the historic brick facade of the boutique hotel she had chosen for the weekend purely based on how the light hit the lobby at sunset and how the concierge remembered her coffee—black, one sugar.

A doorman greeted her by name, tipping his hat.

“Good evening, Ms. Stanhope.”

“Nell,” she corrected smoothly, offering a small smile. “How’s your granddaughter, Peter?”

“She’s doing well, thank you.” Peter’s face lit up at the mention of his granddaughter. “She recently got accepted into NYU.”

“Very impressive.” Nell paused at the entrance. “If she ever needs an internship, tell her to call me. Always happy to support a fellow bobcat.”

Peter blinked, momentarily stunned. “NYU? You? That’s incredibly generous of you.”

Nell nodded. It wasn’t generosity; it was an investment. She believed all women deserved to have doors opened for them. She had spent her entire life breaking down every door she came up against. It was the least she could do for the women who came after her.

Her heels clicked against the marble floors as she stepped inside the building, and she smiled because she had been right. The evening light looked exquisite, bathing the lobby in a golden glow.

The penthouse elevator required a key card, hers was already in hand. When she reached the top floor, her chief of staff, Rowan Mills, was waiting for her.

“Rowan.” She greeted the woman with a slight tilt of her chin.

“Nell.” Rowan handed her a slim tablet. “Quick rundown before I’m gone for the evening. I’ve gone ahead and annotated the VYSE deck; I flagged the sections you’ll want to revisit. Todd Thurman called again—I bought you time—and Senator Fairchild says she can give you thirty minutes if you’re back in DC by seven tomorrow.”

Nell gave a dry laugh. “How accommodating of her.”

Rowan didn’t comment. They both knew that “time” had been bought with Hamilton tickets for the senator’s chief of staff, who Rowan happened to know firsthand was a big fan.

“Oh, and dinner’s confirmed, the private room is set, and transportation has been arranged to pick up Ms. Gallagher.”

Dinner. The thing she had been looking forward to the most today. In her time between meetings, she had read up on the information Rowan was able to find on Sarah at such short notice. On paper, Sarah Gallagher was flawless—intelligent, driven, and successful, yet also grounded in a way that no one in Nell’s world quite was. She was intriguing, and Nell was having a hard time articulating that, even to herself. She needed to know more. That’s what dinner tonight was about.

The two women stepped into the expansive penthouse, the city sprawling beneath them through floor-to-ceiling windows. Every inch of the space was meticulously designed, with neutral tones and clean lines creating a quiet, understated luxury.

A dark blur came sprinting down the hall as Nell set down the tablet, unbuttoning her tailored Tom Ford blazer. She crouched to greet the small, black sphynx cat winding its way between her legs. She scooped up the cat, who immediately lunged for her wrists, latching on to her delicate gold Cartier watch—the only piece of jewelry she ever wore, and a trophy from the first time she had bet on herself.

“Mortimer, no,” she hissed, half reprimanding the cat in her arms, half coddling him by still giving the ear scritches he had been seeking. His soft, raspy purr was like sandpaper against silk. “You are so naughty,” she cooed, adjusting his matching custom Cartier collar before returning her attention to Rowan. “Status with the Women in Business fund?”

Rowan, already tapping on her tablet, nodded. “We’re set to launch next quarter. Ten million in seed money, with priority given to first-time female founders.”

Nell poured herself a splash of bourbon, sinking into the leather chair by the window, with Mortimer in her lap. “Anything else?”

“Just Nate. He’ll arrive at 7:35. You’ll be seated by 7:58, and Ms. Gallagher arrives at eight.”

Nell set her glass down. “Thank you. Take the night. I’ll see you on the jet tomorrow.”

Rowan nodded once and slipped out.

Finally alone, Nell exhaled. She let herself breathe for the first time all day as she absentmindedly rubbed Mortimer behind the ears while he attempted to bury his face farther into her hand.

Her meeting with VYSE had gone better than expected, leaving her optimistic. Inspired, even. It was not an outcome she’d counted on, and she made a mental note to adjust her expectations for the future.

The meeting itself had been a favor to Shannon York, a former player of hers and now cofounder of Empwr Ventures. Nell had backed the initiative with a sizable investment and, more importantly, her time, offering to advise on a pro-bono basis select startups Empwr was helping get off the ground.

She checked the time. 6:00 p.m. Perfect. Five more minutes to finish her drink, an hour to get ready, and a buffer to tie off the day—efficient, controlled, just how she liked it.

She brought the glass to her lips and let her thoughts drift to Sarah Gallagher.

To most, the dinner invite might’ve seemed impulsive, a moment of curiosity. But to her, this was a move in a game she’d started playing a year ago, when she hadn’t quite caught Sarah’s name during their first encounter at the Empwr launch party but remembered the way her body had keyed into attention the moment she was near Sarah. She’d had Rowan look her up that same night. Six weeks later, their paths crossed again. And that feeling? Still there.

That feeling was still there at the holiday benefit concert she had been surprised to see Sarah at in December, and, sure enough, it was there last night when she finally executed her opening strategy—a Queen’s Gambit. Sarah had stepped right up, matching her offering with an acceptance.

Nell showered and dressed with her usual efficiency, her mind churning and strategizing exactly how she wanted to play dinner tonight to ensure her desired outcome. She had barely finished applying the last of her mascara when she heard the door to the penthouse open and close quietly before familiar footsteps made their way down the hall.

“You’re early, golden boy,” she called, as a tall, gruff-looking man quietly appeared in the doorway.

“Couldn’t help myself, Nelly Bean. I knew it would annoy you.” Nate grinned at her as he folded his arms across his broad chest.

She studied him briefly, slightly arching her precise brow before smiling. Only he could get away with calling her that nickname.

“I know, I know.” Nate raised his hands, stepping backward out of the doorway. “I used up my allotted nickname usage for the quarter. It was worth it.”

“I’m glad you feel it was,” she said simply, but they both knew she liked this little game they played. It was one that they had played since they were children.

Nate Grant was the only person in her life from the “before times,” as she had named it so many years ago. He was the only person who truly understood the world she had grown up in and all the strings that had come with the privilege of the Stanhope name. All the strings that had been so quickly cut the moment her family had deemed her unworthy.

“What’s got you in such a good mood tonight? Business or pleasure?” His question floated down the small hallway to the walk-in closet where she was currently debating her shoe choice for the evening. She picked out a pair of black Dior heels and walked into the room, took a seat on the edge of the bed, and slid them on.

“Both. This morning’s meeting went better than I hoped, and I’m excited for dinner.” Her answer was truthful, straightforward, and matter-of-fact. Perfectly her. “Were you able to look into things at the restaurant?” she asked, as she stood, smoothing the nonexistent wrinkles on her trousers.

“Yup. I went over this afternoon and did a walk-through of the place. Background checks have all come back clear, including the one on Ms. Gallagher. I’ll be in the restaurant at my own table, per usual—you’re buying me a delicious salmon dinner tonight, by the way. I won’t be too far away if you need me.”

Nell straightened her shoulders, looking at herself in the floor-length mirror in the corner of the room. She looked exactly how she intended to look: powerful. Her long, dark hair was styled in pristine rolling waves, pulled elegantly over her shoulder. For the evening, she had chosen a simple black sweater with a scoop neck that had a high success rate for drawing eyes, paired with neutral taupe wool pencil-leg trousers.

“I take it this isn’t just a business dinner,” Nate said, looking at her reflection over her shoulder in the mirror and eyeing her outfit.

“Do I ask about your dates, Nate?” She lifted her brow a fraction of an inch as her steel-blue eyes met Nate’s green gaze.

“You don’t have to,” he said dryly. “My love life is nonexistent.”

Nell gave him a flat, vaguely amused look in the mirror. “It’s not business, golden boy, but it’s still a negotiation. Now, let’s go.”

Upon her arrival, Nell was greeted by the maître d’, who led her through the softly lit restaurant without exchanging any additional or unnecessary words.

The private dining accommodations kept them secluded from the rest of the restaurant, and the lights were dim enough to set the right mood. Textured linen wallpaper and artfully chosen decor muffled the sounds of the restaurant beyond the walls of their dining room, and ambient music of her choosing floated around. Nell strategically positioned herself with her back to the wall, wanting an unobstructed view of Sarah when she arrived.

Another check of her watch. 8:00 p.m. It’s showtime.

Nell’s satisfied smile formed at the corners of her mouth when she spotted the familiar outline of a woman moving toward her.

She stood as Sarah entered the room, taking in her cream cardigan layered over a black turtleneck tucked crisply into tailored black trousers. Understated, professional, but still thoughtful. Exactly the right mix of precision and restraint, just like Nell.

Sarah was devastatingly beautiful in a rare way only trained eyes could spot. It was subtle, but to the right person, the magnetic pull she emanated was powerful. She could see it in how Sarah carried herself, the power in her presence when she was in a room. Was that the feeling that spread through Nell’s body whenever Sarah was near?

“Sarah,” she said warmly, leaning in to greet her, pressing a brief, deliberate air-kiss to each cheek. The smile she’d been fighting finally broke through at the smoothness of Sarah’s cheek against hers. “It’s good to see you again.”

Sarah, for her part, didn’t flinch. She mirrored Nell’s greeting, and when she pulled back, Nell was pleased to see confidence reflected in Sarah’s eyes. They were a pretty hazel, a true murky green that seemed to swirl almost like something was lurking beneath the surface.

They took their seats opposite each other, but the sommelier approached as Sarah was about to speak.

“A bottle of the Cabernet Franc, 2020, from Hasting Cellars, please,” Nell said smoothly, without looking at the wine list. She didn’t miss the glance Sarah shot her over the rim of her water glass.

“I pegged you for a Burgundy purist.”

“I am,” Nell said, resting her chin lightly on one hand, “but excellence doesn’t always match the price tag, nor the passport stamp. Washington wine has its moments. I guarantee you’ll enjoy it.”

“You guarantee?”

“I do.”

Sarah’s lips curled slightly, causing the familiar pulse of satisfaction Nell only ever got from reading someone correctly and knowing they knew it.

A moment of considered silence stretched between them as they each tested the other in search of boundaries.

“Thank you for joining me tonight,” Nell said sincerely.

“Was there a choice? I don’t recall there being a question in your invitation.”

Nell couldn’t help but grin at Sarah’s question. “Everything you do in life is a choice, Sarah. You would have said no if you wanted to dismiss my offer.” Nell held her gaze as her smirk stretched into a genuine smile. “I’m a busy woman, as are you. You’ll have to excuse the brevity in my communication occasionally.” Nell let her voice flatten slightly, reminding Sarah she was in control here but not reprimanding her. Nell liked the way Sarah challenged her. “But I will always make time for the things that interest me,” she said delicately.

Nell watched Sarah consume her words like they were the appetizer to their main course. Sarah didn’t blush or shift, only tilted her head slightly, a playful smirk already on her lips.

“And you don’t think that comes across as pushy?”

“I think,” Nell said slowly, carefully and meticulously selecting her words, “that when women know what they want, it gets called many things. ‘Pushy’ is the polite version. But let’s not fall prey to that kind of thinking, Sarah; we’re both more evolved than that.”

That earned her a genuine smile, sharp and a little rueful. “Fair enough,” Sarah said, with a chuckle, as they settled into conversation the way fencers settle into a match: with small movements, subtle feints, and fancier footwork.

VYSE Technologies came up. Sarah, it turned out, had a high level of knowledge of the company through her proximity to Jamie Lyons. Even with that prior knowledge, she had made some insightful observations about its scalability and IP that Nell was kicking herself for not seeing sooner.

A waiter appeared with their first course, placing dishes before them.

Sarah raised an eyebrow, unbridled curiosity written all over her face. “First, you order the wine, and I’m assuming you’ve taken care of our dinner menu also? For someone who said everything in life is a choice, you seem to have removed mine.”

“I did. Does that bother you?” Nell asked, never breaking Sarah’s gaze.

She watched her closely as Sarah considered her for a moment. “No,” she said, smiling, taking a bite of the lamb appetizer. “It’s been nice not to have to make the decisions for a change.”

They continued like that throughout the meal, each testing the other and revealing just enough to keep the balance from tipping too far in either direction.

By the time the final course arrived—a dark chocolate soufflé, rich and unapologetically decadent—the air between them was charged. Sarah pushed her second glass of wine to the side. She leaned forward, her eyes narrowing in a way that made Nell feel like she was in her crosshairs, no doubt a skill honed over the years of negotiations Sarah had under her belt.

“Do you ever find it exhausting, Nell?” she asked.

Nell studied her, but she was not quite sure what Sarah was talking about.

“You’ve been nothing short of prepared this whole evening. You’ve done your research on me, and while I can’t say I researched you as extensively, I’m exceptionally good at reading people.” Sarah paused. “You strike me as someone who edits herself in real time—constantly taking in information and tweaking and adjusting your responses, always running calculations.”

Nell blinked once as she reached for her glass, buying herself a second. Not because she didn’t have an answer, but because Sarah’s question had landed more cleanly than she’d expected. Most people missed it—the constant recalibrating she did in her mind. Whenever new information presented itself, she took it in, tweaked, and adjusted her approach as needed. She had spent years perfecting that skill that most people overlooked, but Sarah hadn’t, and more than that, she hadn’t used it as an accusation—she’d just made a statement out of curiosity.

It’s not tiring, Nell wanted to say. It’s discipline. It’s power. It’s security.

“Your read is correct. Editing is a strategy,” she said simply. Sarah wasn’t wrong.

“Don’t you find it tiring having to be constantly on?” Sarah tilted her head ever so slightly, a genuine curiosity, a desire to understand, behind her gaze. That sent a shiver up Nell’s spine. For all the scenarios Nell had run in her mind for how this conversation would go, this had not been one of them. For the first time all night, she hesitated. Tonight, it felt like a little more work than usual. Maybe she didn’t want to always be on all the time.

“I find it . . . clarifying,” she said steadily. “Don’t you?”

Sarah leaned back, her expression unreadable. “I think I’m still deciding.”

Nell watched her for a long beat. She could see the way Sarah shifted gears mid-thought. She knew that thought pattern well. It was a cousin to her own.

“Did I pass?” Sarah said, as she gently placed her fork on the now empty dessert plate.

Nell didn’t answer her, merely locked eyes and held her gaze firmly for a moment.

“I’m assuming tonight was a test. An interview of sorts,” Sarah added.

“I wouldn’t call it an interview . . . more like reconnaissance. I prefer not to make decisions until I have fully immersed myself in a subject, but that shouldn’t come as a surprise to you.” Nell’s grin curled across her lips involuntarily.

That was almost the truth. The real truth was that Sarah Gallagher fascinated Nell. She was composed, competent, and hard-edged, all without being cold in the way some high-powered women could be. Nell had watched her work a room as if it were nothing, then turn and soften completely in the presence of her daughter. It wasn’t performative; it was real. It was a masterclass in context switching—graceful, seamless, and exact—Nell admired that. Sarah knew how to bend, and Nell couldn’t help but wonder if Sarah would be the type of woman to bend for her, and in what ways.

“It doesn’t.” Sarah smirked again, her gaze assessing. She didn’t push for more, but Nell found herself wanting to give more anyway.

She hesitated, this time intentionally, silence a powerful tool. The art of withholding was one Nell had mastered early on in her life. Empty spaces make people more inclined to fill them with things they usually wouldn’t say.

“Don’t mistake my curiosity for indecision,” Nell said finally. “I’m not in the habit of wasting time.”

She caught herself. That had come out snappier, more reactive than she’d intended. But she reeled it back, sipped her water, and reset. Edit as you go.

Across the table, Sarah nodded. “And what exactly are you curious about?”

Another question. Nell was beginning to see the pattern. Sarah asked questions when she didn’t want to reveal anything. A clever but predictable tactic, given her profession.

“How do you carry such a heavy burden?” Nell said softly. “You command a lot of space, Sarah. I like that in a woman, but I’m curious how much of it is armor rather than space you truly want to be taking up.”

That, finally, got a pause. Sarah’s lips parted, but no sound came. Her throat moved as she swallowed.

“I’m also curious,” Nell said, voice steady and sure, “if you are always so ready to accept not having the upper hand?”

Sarah blinked, then—shockingly—laughed. “Is that what I’m doing?”

“You haven’t made a single move to take it all evening. That surprised me.” Her eyes traced Sarah’s features thoughtfully.

“I haven’t yet decided if having the upper hand is worth the energy,” Sarah replied, calm as ever, “and you seem rather committed to keeping it.”

There it was again—that flash of submission Nell had gotten a taste of earlier. Not outright; still cloaked in command and authority. She had seen how easily people could mistake submission for softness—yielding when someone lacked the will to fight—but Sarah didn’t yield. She calculated. She conserved. She chose where to spend her energy. She knew she didn’t have to take control to hold it.

And that fascinated Nell, because it meant Sarah wasn’t a threat to be neutralized. She was a force to be understood.

Nell laughed genuinely. “That is the most honest answer I’ve heard.” She leaned back in her seat, signaling to the waiter that they were ready for the check.

“My invitation, my treat,” she said sincerely, waving Sarah off, and they stood to exit the restaurant together. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Nate leaving slightly behind them.

Outside, the air had cooled, the sky turning the deep, rich blue that came with warm summer nights. Two cars were already waiting for them. Nell turned to Sarah, reached into her jacket pocket, then slipped a small, square black business card into Sarah’s hand.

“What’s this?” Sarah asked, examining the card with a slightly confused expression. She watched for a moment as Sarah flipped the card over in her long, slender fingers.

“A puzzle,” Nell said, with a grin. “Call me when you figure it out.”

Nate, who had been standing barely out of earshot, opened the car door, and Nell slid inside as Sarah called after her, “Does this mean I passed your test?”

Nell rolled down the window and let her eyes drag slowly over Sarah with purpose. She got the tiniest thrill at knowing Sarah was watching her.

“I’m still deciding,” she said, serving Sarah her words from earlier. With a last glance toward the card, Nell said, “Don’t keep me waiting too long.”

She smiled as the car pulled away, and her thoughts stayed planted on the sidewalk, right where Sarah had been.
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The SUV jerked forward. It was way too fast, and with way too much acceleration. Sarah sucked in a tight gasp.

“Easy—easy! Brake. Brake, Lily.”

The tires jolted against the pavement as Lily stomped on the brake pedal with a force that made Sarah’s entire soul lurch forward. She threw an arm out instinctively, catching Lily across the chest before they even remotely approached danger.

“I’m literally in a parking lot, Mom. Relax.”

Sarah exhaled sharply, her knuckles white where she gripped the “oh shit” handle above the passenger seat.

“I’d like to remain alive while in said parking lot,” Sarah shot back, leveling a look at her daughter. “Gentle movements. You’re not launching a rocket.”

Lily, ever the competitor, huffed adjusting her grip on the wheel. Her Olympic rings tattoo, a battle Sarah had begrudgingly lost, peeked out from beneath the sleeve of her sweatshirt. It was an eternal reminder that her daughter was—at sixteen—already one of the greatest gymnasts in the world. A world-class athlete. A household name.

But here, in this car, in this empty parking lot, she was just Lily—a sixteen-year-old trying and failing to drive without causing the early, stress-related demise of her poor mother.

“Okay, okay,” Lily muttered, resetting her posture. She was determined now. Sarah could see it in the way her shoulders squared, the same way they did when she was about to mount the beam in competition.

Sarah sighed, rubbing her temple. “Alright. Let’s try again. Smoothly this time.”

Lily took a breath and gently pressed the gas, and this time, it wasn’t downright terrifying.

“Better,” Sarah admitted, her pulse only moderately elevated.

“See? Nailed it.”

Sarah hummed. “Let’s keep working on stopping and starting. I want to make sure you don’t send me through the windshield when we get on an actual road.”

Lily rolled her eyes as they fell into a comfortable rhythm. Accelerate smoothly, brake gently, coast, repeat. Sarah gradually relaxed. Almost.

It was strange—this version of Lily. She was the same brilliant, excitable, stubborn kid she had always been, but fame had stretched around her like a second skin. It hadn’t changed her, not really, but Sarah could see the way it had shaped the edges. How could it not? A year ago, she had been a fifteen-year-old with a dream. Then she went to the Olympics and walked away with three gold medals.

Now? She couldn’t go anywhere without being recognized. She was on the front of cereal boxes, for crying out loud. But none of it seemed to faze Lily.

Here she was, squinting at the gearshift like it was an apparatus she had to conquer.

Sarah shook her head, grinning. “You can do flips on a four-inch-wide piece of wood in front of thousands of people, but driving has you sweating?”

Lily sighed loudly. “Driving is stupid. All you have to do is push pedals and turn a wheel. Where’s the artistry? It’s so dumb.”

Sarah held back her laughter, barely. “You don’t have to learn yet if you’re not ready.”

“I didn’t say that,” Lily objected. “I said it was dumb. Driving is about feeling it out and not dying. At least in gymnastics, if I screw up, I know exactly how to fix it.”

Sarah smiled, sensing her daughter’s nervousness beneath the layer of confidence she always showed the world. “It’s a little more nuanced than that, sweetie.”

She chose to ignore the response Lily muttered under her breath that included at least two words Lily knew better than to say. Still, she was proud as Lily successfully navigated a turn, pulling the car into a parking spot, only going over the lines slightly.

“That’s enough for today,” she declared. “Let’s switch seats before my blood pressure skyrockets any higher.”

With a triumphant smile, Lily unbuckled her seatbelt and Sarah took over the driver’s seat. As Sarah pulled out of the lot, she noticed Lily already scrolling through her phone, her fingers typing rapidly.

“So,” Lily said nonchalantly, “Wren’s game is tomorrow.”

Sarah nodded, listening while she navigated through traffic. “Yeah? Is it a big game for her?”

Lily grinned as she tucked her phone away, sitting up a little straighter. “Huge. They’re playing the Philadelphia Freedom.”

Sarah’s hands froze on the wheel.

The Philadelphia Freedom was Nell’s team. Did that mean Nell was in town?

For three weeks, Sarah had been examining and re-examining every moment of their dinner and how they had each toyed with the other. “Toy” felt like the appropriate word, because the entire interaction had felt like a game to her—Nell making a move and watching how Sarah would respond. Sarah, for her part, had surprisingly enjoyed it, as she found herself intrigued by what else the elusive Nell Stanhope had up her sleeve.

And then there was that card.

The black business card Nell had handed her as she left. A puzzle, she had called it. Which is exactly how Sarah felt about it—puzzled. She had made no progress on figuring out what the hell it meant, and it was driving her crazy. She, Sarah Gallagher, was never one to fail at anything.

Sarah hummed, keeping her tone neutral. “That’ll be fun. Wren’s been playing well this season.”

Lily brightened immediately. “Yeah. She’s on fire. We’ve been watching her game footage together. I keep telling her she’s too hard on herself, but she still doesn’t think she’s fast enough.”

Sarah smirked. Wren resembled a baby gazelle, all legs and limbs, but that didn’t keep her from being one of the fastest sprinters in the NWSL. “Ah, the irony. The fastest person you know thinks she’s slow.”

“Exactly.”

Sarah found herself tapping her fingers absently against the wheel as they came to a stop.

“Ever notice how Wren’s family never comes to any of her games? We’ve been friends for a year now, and I haven’t met her parents yet. That’s weird, right?”

Sarah had absolutely noticed the lack of parental figures in Wren’s life. From a short conversation with Shannon York, Wren’s teammate and mentor, she learned that Wren’s home life was far from great. She was living with an aunt in Seattle to be close to the team. That conversation had been eye-opening and had given Sarah a much deeper appreciation for Wren Parker.

“Feeling like going to the game tomorrow?” Sarah asked.

Lily didn’t hesitate. “Obviously.”

Sarah expected that answer, but what she didn’t expect was how much she wanted to be there, too. Not just to support Wren. Not just to spend time with Lily. But because she had a feeling Nell Stanhope would be there. And Sarah? Sarah wanted to know exactly what the hell that card meant.
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The next day, she and Lily arrived at the stadium. Sarah had opted for the field-side VIP seats rather than a box for herself and Lily. A strategic choice. She had watched enough games to know that if Nell were here, she was the type of team owner who would be near the action rather than tucked away in some executive suite.

The match was already in motion as they took their seats, and sure enough, there was Nell, exactly where Sarah expected her to be. She smiled smugly to herself as the stadium cameras panned to the owners of each team.

Sarah had seen her on camera before—seen the effortless control, the keen focus, the way she carried herself like a woman who had never once doubted her own power—but watching her live? That was something else entirely.

For most of the first half, Sarah watched Nell. She was close enough that she could keep an eye on her, but far enough away she was sure Nell hadn’t seen her and Lily sit down.

As the game went on, Sarah could see the slight shifts in Nell’s posture. The way she tilted her head when she was pleased; the terseness of her expression when she wasn’t. Sarah found her presence intoxicating. She watched the game the way a stockbroker watches the market—locked in and laser focused.

Lily, utterly oblivious to Sarah’s internal observation, was wholly invested in the game, perched on the edge of her seat, hands clasped as she watched Wren weave her way down the field.

“Come on,” she muttered under her breath.

“A little tense there, hun?” Sarah joked, nudging Lily with her elbow.

Lily didn’t look at her, instead keeping her eyes glued to the field. “It’s just annoying seeing people hesitate. She had a lane.”

“I know Wren appreciates how much you care, Lily, but don’t forget she has coaches. She needs you to be her friend, someone who is there for her.”

Lily shrugged. “Yeah, I guess, but that’s not really our thing, you know? I’ve been taking notes and everything. And if she wants to get called up to the next national team camp, she’s got to be at her best. That’s what we do. We hype each other up. I know she can’t come to a lot of my competitions because of the travel, but she always watches and takes notes for me.”

That was the thing about Lily—even with three Olympic gold medals, even with a name the entire world recognized, she still talked about her friends like she was just another kid who loved the game. In Wren, Lily had someone who understood what it was like to be a teenage professional athlete, someone who understood her daughter’s drive and her fire and cheered her on endlessly.

She and Beth had always been adamant about doing their best to keep Lily as grounded as possible—to try and protect her innocence while also honoring the true force that she was. But, as Lily’s moms, there was only so much of Lily’s world they could understand.

A whistle blew, signaling the end of the first half, and right as Sarah was about to get up to stretch, she felt it. A presence. The unmistakable weight of being watched. She knew before she even turned.

Nell approached with the same reserved elegance as always.

Sarah met her gaze, and for a fraction of a second, she’d swear she saw amusement there.

Nell greeted her with ease. “Ms. Gallagher.”

Ever unfazed by presence or authority, Lily turned. “Hi, Nell.”

Nell inclined her head slightly. “Hello, Lily.”

“Your team is playing really well today.”

Nell glanced at Sarah briefly before responding. “Thank you. I think so, too, but between you and me, I have a few notes for the coaching staff about our defense.”

“Puget Sound Pride has the best forwards in the league!” Lily beamed, excitedly bouncing on the balls of her feet. “You remember my friend, Wren? Number thirteen. She’s the best in the whole NWSL in my opinion. Did you ever play?”

“No, sadly. I was all about field hockey back in my day.”

Lily considered that. “Were you any good?”

Nell met Lily’s question with the tiniest arch of an eyebrow. “I was excellent.”

Sarah pressed her lips together, highly entertained.

Lily nodded approvingly. “Respect. How did you deal with the skirt thing? I don’t think I could play a sport where you have to wear a skirt. It’s not even functionally necessary to perform.”

Something in Nell’s eyes glinted. She liked Lily. Sarah could see it.

“Not well, but I made it work,” Nell said, with a conspiratorial grin, and Sarah couldn’t help the mental image of Nell in a field hockey skirt that popped into her head, causing heat to rise in her cheeks. She quickly pushed the thought from her mind.

After a moment, Lily stretched and glanced up toward the private boxes. “Some of my friends are up there,” she said, already standing. “I’m gonna go say hi.” She turned back toward Nell. “Good luck with the second half.”

Nell gave her an amused head tilt. “Enjoy the view from the top.”

With that, Lily was off, disappearing into the crowd.

And, suddenly, it was only the two of them.

Sarah turned back to look at Nell, expecting some kind of standard parting remark. Instead, Nell tilted her head slightly.

“She’s quick,” Nell observed, her voice as measured as ever.

Sarah exhaled, a warmth curling in her chest. “She is.”

“She clearly gets that from you.” Nell studied Sarah for a long moment before finally shifting gears enough that Sarah could feel it. That playfulness again. That push-and-pull she had been testing at dinner was back full throttle.

“So,” Nell said, her voice silk-smooth, “have you figured out my puzzle yet?”

Sarah’s pulse kicked up, but she kept her expression even.

“Not yet,” she admitted, tilting her chin slightly. “I have some ideas I’m exploring.”

Nell smirked. Deliberate. Calculated. Just like always. “And here I thought it would have been easy for someone of your caliber to figure it out.”

“Are you in the mood to give me a hint?” Sarah asked, and her question caused Nell to smile—a complete, unrushed smile, not the polite one she offered to cameras or investors but something more knowing. More dangerous. One Sarah had seen threatening to slip out over their dinner.

“Oh, Sarah,” Nell said, gently. “I’m in the mood for a lot of things. Things you might be privy to if you solve the puzzle.” She flashed a devilish look. “But, luckily for you, I’m feeling generous today. Your hint: those who have seen the card before know exactly what it means.” She turned slightly, looking at a group of men standing on the side of the field, waiting. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got some quick business to attend to before the match resumes. Enjoy the rest of the game with your daughter.”

And, just like that, Nell was gone.

Sarah let out a long breath as she watched Nell move effortlessly toward the group of men.

The game was about to start again, but Sarah was no longer thinking about soccer.

She had spent a lifetime perfecting the art of keeping her cards close to her chest, but she was starting to think Nell Stanhope could see straight through her. That thought should have unnerved her.

After the final whistle, the Puget Sound Pride had fought hard and Wren had scored the Pride’s only goal, but the Freedom had walked away with the win—not that Sarah had been particularly focused on the game’s outcome. No, thanks to their half-time conversation with Nell, Sarah’s mind had been spinning on that damn unmarked business card and what exactly it meant.

The late afternoon sun cast a golden hue over the stadium as Sarah and Lily made their way onto the field after the game to see Wren.

“You came!” Wren exclaimed, her eyes lighting up upon seeing the two of them.

“Of course we did! We wouldn’t miss it,” Lily said. “You played really well! I have notes for you, though . . . just a few things I noticed.” Lily wiggled her phone in front of Wren.

“Mrs. Gallagher! You came, too.”

“For the last time, Wren, Mrs. Gallagher is my mother. Please, it’s Sarah,” she said, as she pulled the teen, who was almost taller than herself, into a hug. “And of course we came. We’re the co-chairs of your cheering section,” she said softly, squeezing her before letting go. “I thought you looked outstanding out there. I hope you’re proud of yourself.”

Wren’s cheeks pinked at Sarah’s words, but Sarah caught the small smile.

“Sucks we still lost.” Wren shrugged, looking away as all the color drained from her face.

“What’s wrong?” Lily asked, puzzled, turning around to see what Wren was looking at. Sarah turned, only to see Nell once again approaching them.

“Oh—uh, nothing. She just makes me nervous,” Wren said quietly.

“But Nell is so nice!” Lily said.

“Yeah, to you. But she’s like one of the big bosses to me. And not like a normal one. Like the enemy one.” Lily rolled her eyes at that, and Sarah laughed to herself as Nell joined them. Wren and Lily were still going back and forth quietly before Wren elbowed Lily to get her to stop talking.

“Uh—hi, Ms. Stanhope,” Wren stammered. “Did you like the game? Your team won. I mean, obviously you know that because you watched it. I, uh—yeah.”

Nell, for her part, smiled patiently as Wren fumbled over her words, but she never once rushed her through what she was trying to say.

“I was coming over to congratulate you on your goal, Miss Parker. It was impressive. You’ve been in the league for a little over a year and have already been called up to the national team twice. I’d call that a great start to a hopefully lengthy career.”

If Wren had been blushing before, now she was downright scarlet.

“Thank you,” she said slowly, as if she had practiced the pace and tone of the words.

Sarah had to give it to Wren. She had come such a long way in the last year, but she was still just a kid finding her voice and her confidence. Sarah decided to throw her a small life raft.

“Wren, weren’t you telling us at dinner the other night how excited you are about the research Nell has been investing in around ACL injuries in female athletes?”

Before Wren could respond, the voice of Shannon York rang out, calling for her. “Parker, get over here. You’ve got jerseys to sign.”

Wren looked helplessly between Nell and the gaggle of fans at the edge of the field.

“Um . . . I need to go. You know—fan engagement stuff.” She paused for a moment, looking slightly helpless, then turned, tripping over her feet before catching herself and walking toward the group waiting for her.

“I’m going with her. You know, to make sure she doesn’t put her foot in her mouth any more than usual.” Lily smiled before heading to join Wren.

Nell watched them for a long moment before speaking. “I wanted to sign Wren.”

Sarah blinked. “Really?”

“She’s raw, but she’s got instinct,” Nell said simply. “But last year, when she was only sixteen, staying local was the right call.”

Sarah studied her. “I didn’t realize she was on your radar.”

Nell turned back to her, a smirk tugging at her lips. “If it’s worth knowing, it’s on my radar.”

There it was again. That shift. They were back in the unspoken game they had been playing since dinner. Sarah knew it was coming. The playful control. The deliberate patience. And yet she still felt the thrill of it.

“It was truly a pleasant surprise to see you again so soon, Sarah,” Nell said smoothly. “I’m needed elsewhere, but I trust you’ll have my puzzle figured out by the end of the week.”

Sarah raised an eyebrow. “And what exactly happens if I don’t solve it?”

Nell’s gaze skimmed over her, assessing and appreciating, clearly enjoying the moment.

“That’s not an option,” she said coolly.

Infuriating. Sarah hated that answer, but she also loved it. It was the answer she would have given. Before she could respond, Nell shifted slightly, leaning close enough to tip the charged air between them.

“Dinner the other week was illuminating, wasn’t it,” Nell said, as though stating a fact rather than asking a question.

A shiver ran down Sarah’s spine as Nell’s eyes flickered with something unnamed and she caught the slightest hint of Nell’s tongue darting out to wet her lips.

It was so subtle, but Sarah caught it. Her body reacted to it, sending a jolt of heat directly to her center. Suddenly, she was the one scrambling for words.

“Yeah,” she said dumbly, because apparently that was all she was capable of.

Nell laughed—actually laughed. Not a light chuckle or a polite exhale, but a full, amused, genuine laugh. It was one of the best sounds Sarah had ever heard.

Nell leaned in slightly and lowered her voice. “I’ll see you soon, Sarah.”

And then—just like that—she was gone.

Sarah let out a slow breath, trying to compose herself and ignore the unmistakable heat crawling up her spine. Trying—and failing—to pretend like she hadn’t been left thoroughly unbalanced.

She was never unbalanced. But Nell Stanhope seemed to have that power over her.
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Later that week, Sarah sat on the couch in Beth and Jamie’s living room, sipping her glass of red wine. Family dinners had shifted from every Friday to every other Thursday—a concession to increasingly packed calendars—but they still made it work. Even if being in the same room as Beth and Jamie still made a small part of Sarah want to disappear, she committed herself to continuing to show up.

She was usually so good at compartmentalizing. Everything in its box. Even Beth. But Beth had a way of spilling out of every container Sarah had ever tried to place her in. Still, Sarah kept trying, because she couldn’t let Beth consume her, no matter how much she wanted to. Beth had chosen Jamie. Not her. The night Beth told her about Jamie, Sarah made that decision out of a refusal to jeopardize her family’s happiness.

She would deal with it and continue to show up for her family.

So she did. She boxed up the parts of herself that still reacted to Beth—the flutter she felt whenever Beth was nearby, the ache of watching her with Jamie, the pieces of her that still believed they would find their way back to each other—and sealed the lid shut. Stability over chaos. Presence over pain.

It was exhausting.

Maybe one day, she’d find a path out of this impossible place. But for now, keeping Beth in her life like this was better than not having her at all. And most of the time, Sarah could almost believe that, because there were nights like tonight.

She set her wineglass on the coffee table, half listening to Beth, Jamie, and Lily talk excitedly about Lily’s latest sponsorship deal. As the conversation flowed, though, Sarah found herself listening less as her attention was caught up in the brightness of Beth’s eyes, the way her hair seemed to shimmer whenever it caught the light, and how her laugh sounded like summer. Her eyes moved to Lily, who was all sass and teenage bubbliness, looking so much like Beth it physically hurt.

Sarah didn’t live with regrets. She made choices, and she lived with the outcome. If only she had made a different choice all those years ago. If she ever had one regret in life, it would be letting Beth slip away. She hated how frequently that thought popped into her mind, especially on nights like tonight, where they were all enjoying quality family time.

She had always thought that Beth’s and her timelines would align again. That Beth would take the time she needed, get the space she craved, and then return to her. For a while, it had even seemed like it might happen. When Beth returned from her year-long art tour two years ago, they had fallen into step like no time had passed. It was easy. Right. And then Jamie happened.

And that fucking sucked.

It sucked because Sarah couldn’t hate Jamie. Jamie wasn’t like the people Sarah was used to dealing with. She wasn’t insecure, or threatening, or possessive. She was annoyingly likable, and worse, Sarah had seen firsthand how good for Beth Jamie had been. Instead of rubbing it in that she had won Beth over Sarah, instead of pushing her away, Jamie had done the opposite. She was the first one to include Sarah in everything.

She had been the one to insist she come over for holidays, ensuring she was still part of the family’s big moments, to be the bridge between Sarah’s past with Beth and whatever the hell their present was supposed to be. And worst of all, Sarah genuinely liked Jamie. She had tried to find just one thing she could hate about her, but there wasn’t anything.

So she sat there, sipping her wine, forcing herself to stay present in the conversation, engage when needed, and pretend that none of this was a slow-burn personal hell of her own making.

She rose from the couch and made her way into the kitchen, where Sean Cassidy stood at the island, deep in conversation with Amanda Fitz-Simmons—Lily’s gymnastics coach and Jamie’s best friend. Sean, Beth’s manager and longtime confidant, was dating Amanda’s brother, Pat, who owned the local coffee shop. She and Sean had always had a tenuous relationship at best, each silently acknowledging the unspoken understanding that they’d tolerate each other for one reason only: Beth.

She had slipped past the pair, on the way to depositing her glass in the large apron sink, when a voice interrupted her thoughts.

“You’ve been quiet tonight. Everything okay?” Beth’s voice floated to her, making her jump. She hadn’t realized Beth had followed her into the kitchen. Their eyes met. Sarah could see the concern in the look she gave her, as if to say, I know what it looks like when your mind is spinning on something.

How was it possible that one look from Beth could make her feel so known and also hurt so much?

But she didn’t let it show.

Sarah swallowed that pain, forcing a smile instead.

“Busy week at work,” she said, leaving it at that.

Beth eyed her carefully. “Is that all?”

“Yes,” Sarah said, nodding. “A lot of cases wrapping up, and—” She paused as the story Sean was telling Amanda overlapped, causing her train of thought to shift rapidly. “I’m sorry, Sean, what were you saying?”

“I was just telling Amanda about the craziest date I’ve ever been on. I was seeing this guy in DC, one of those political fixer types. If anything was going on in that town at that time, he knew about it. For our second date, he took me to this place called the Foxhall Club—a private, members-only lounge that had an unmarked black card as the key.”

Sarah grabbed her bag from the counter and pulled the black card from where it was snugly tucked in her wallet. “Did the card look like this?” she asked excitedly, thrusting the card into Sean’s hands. Could this be the answer to Nell’s puzzle?

The Foxhall Club sounded exactly like the type of place Nell would be at, but Washington was a creative leap. Why would Nell be in DC?

Sean examined the card. “Exactly like this. Shit, Sarah, when did you become a member?” He handed it back to her.

“It’s not mine.” She glanced at Beth briefly out of habit. “A friend left it with me.”

“A friend?” Beth asked earnestly, her eyes never leaving Sarah’s.

“Yes, a friend.” She brushed Beth off because she didn’t really need to know anything about Nell, not when Sarah was still trying to figure her out. “Sean, honestly, I can’t believe I’m saying this, but thank you. I’ve been trying to figure out what that card was for weeks,” she said, her fingers already typing out a message to Nell.

Sarah 9:43 PM
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When she looked up from her phone, Beth was still studying her.

She shot Beth a look. “Can you stop? It’s—” But Sarah’s attention was pulled by a new message from Nell flashing across her screen. No text, only a flight confirmation in her name to Washington, DC, leaving tomorrow. She blinked and quickly reread the message. Was Nell serious? She expected Sarah to fly across the country on a moment’s notice to . . . what? Go to dinner with her?

Was she insane, delusional, or maybe both?

But still, she couldn’t help her intrigue. She could practically see Nell’s face—that sharp, knowing smirk, the pleased glint in her steely-gray eyes, the sheer satisfaction at Sarah’s inevitable confusion.

“Sorry. I’ve just never seen a friend make you smile like this.” Beth hummed as she leaned against the counter. “She must have said something good to get that smile. That one took me forever to pull out of you.”

There it was again, that twisting pain hidden in exactly how well Beth knew her—the deep knowing that was slowly killing Sarah. Maybe a trip to DC was exactly what she needed to distract herself from the pain. If Nell was footing the bill, then sure. She could fly across the country on a billionaire’s whim. What else did she have going on anyway?

OceanofPDF.com


FOUR
NELL


Nell’s house hummed with its usual productive energy. In her world, there was always something happening—some deal or acquisition, some business to attend to—even in the quiet hours after midnight.

She had always found solace in the quiet. It was in this silence that she did her best thinking. She had always had a mind she had never entirely been able to turn off.

Her office was lit by a single brass desk lamp illuminating the spread of meticulously organized paperwork sitting before her. A glass of whiskey sat untouched to her right, her Cartier watch rested beside it.

Mortimer was sleeping, curled in a pike position on the corner of her desk, his snores keeping her company.

It was almost 1 a.m., and Rowan had left hours ago.

“You need sleep, too,” Rowan had pointed out in that matter-of-fact way of hers.

“Idle time is a liability,” Nell had replied, already flipping to the following document. “You’ll be more useful to me tomorrow if you’re rested. Go home.”

And, as always, Rowan had obeyed—not because she had to, but because she trusted Nell’s word was final.

Now, Nell sat alone, reviewing contracts and financial projections for a new business opportunity she was exploring.

The work was never finished, and she liked it that way. There was always something to do.

Nell reached for her phone, scrolling to her response to Sarah’s discovery of the meaning behind her puzzle. She savored the brief thrill of satisfaction as she reread their text exchange, her lips curling into a gradual, excited smile. She had been right about Sarah—she was fun.

Nell wasn’t usually the type of woman who answered late-night texts. She was the woman who let others wait. She dictated the pace, no one else.

But Sarah? Sarah was the exception. Sarah made her want to answer right away. A few clicks on her computer, and her return text had been sent almost immediately, complete with a travel itinerary informing Sarah that she would be meeting her in DC the following evening.
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The Prescott House wasn't a hotel in the way people typically thought of them—it was for the invited and the elite. A twelve-room mansion tucked away discreetly in the heart of Georgetown, Washington, DC—an establishment where power came to be unbothered. The kind of place where the concierge knew your preference for everything without ever needing to ask, and the walls had absorbed more secrets than they could ever tell.

Nell stood in the lobby, a sanctuary of dark wood paneling, the fireplace casting a quiet glow across her profile. She had given explicit instructions—Sarah Gallagher would arrive exactly two minutes after her.

Not a second early. Not a second late. Exactly as she planned.

In an ideal world, Nell had intended to pick Sarah up directly from the airport hangar, but her meeting with Senator Fairchild had run over. So Nell had sent her car and instructions for Sarah to be brought here to The Prescott to freshen up.

Nell rechecked her watch. Sarah should be joining her in three, two, one.

Perfect.

She felt the weight of Sarah’s presence before she heard the click of heels on the marble floor, and as Nell turned, there she was.

Tall, poised, dressed like a woman who knew exactly how much attention she could command but who chose discretion instead.

Nell swallowed hard as she took Sarah in, the midnight blue slip dress creating a sleek and effortless look. And that slit up the side? It was damn near criminal the way it hinted at just enough without offering too much. A tailored blazer was thrown over her shoulders, structured but relaxed, an afterthought that was anything but. Delicate gold accents adorned her ears, wrist, and neck. Nell noted the last with particular interest as she traced the line of the thin chain disappearing beneath the neckline of Sarah’s dress.

Her sleek, light brown hair was tucked neatly behind one ear, revealing the angles of her jaw. And when she smiled, it was the unmistakable confidence of a woman who did not hesitate that drew Nell in.

But it was her eyes—hazel, astute, continually assessing—that made Nell’s mouth twitch in approval.

She allowed herself a single moment of appreciation of Sarah’s beauty, letting the burn of it settle low in her before she smothered it with the same precision she used for everything else.

Because this wasn’t about desire. Not yet. Tonight was about a proposal of sorts. One thing she hoped Sarah would be open-minded about. She had already proven to her that she could keep up, but tonight, Nell wanted to know if Sarah could truly match her.

As Sarah approached, Nell registered the way Sarah took her in as well, with the same pointed consideration, the same careful curiosity, and she couldn’t help the involuntary way her shoulders relaxed under that look.

Her mouth twitched, but Nell refused to give herself away as she leaned in to greet Sarah before ushering her out the front door.

They walked to their destination—a last-minute decision purely because it was a nice evening and Nell wanted to walk. Early July in DC hadn’t brought the full blast of thick summer humidity with it yet.

Sarah matched her stride—shoulder to shoulder—her pace perfectly aligned. Nell had been right in her assumption, which made her smile. Sarah might like control, but Nell loved it.

As they walked, she couldn’t help but wonder—how much control was Sarah willing to surrender? All of it? That thought sent a shiver down her spine. She felt electrified at the idea. If Sarah would let her, if Sarah would give it to her, Nell was ready.

A tantalizing thrill curled through her chest as she glanced at Sarah. Sarah caught her and smirked, like she knew where her mind had been. Nell liked that she knew.

Nell spoke first. “I hope The Prescott is up to your standards.”

It wasn’t a question, more of a statement that implied Nell already knew the answer. The Prescott housed royalty, it would be impossible for it not to be up to anyone’s standards.

Sarah glanced at her, a smile forming at the corner of her mouth. “That depends.”

A perfect lawyer’s answer. Of course. Sarah wasn’t in the business of concrete answers. Not yet, at least. Nell could change that.

She raised a brow. “On?”

Sarah shifted slightly, the slit of her dress parting enough to reveal the curve of a toned thigh as they crossed the street.

“On whether you put me there because you thought I’d like it . . .” Sarah paused in a calculated way that made Nell want to applaud. “. . . or because you liked the idea of knowing exactly where I am.”

Nell let out a low, entertained chuckle. “Does it matter?” She noted the pleased tone her words carried as Sarah tilted her head slightly.

“Intentions always matter.”

Nell didn’t respond immediately. Instead, she let the silence stretch long enough for anticipation to settle. She was already having too much fun with this.

With the kind of thoughtful ease that made people nervous, excited, desperate for what came next, she turned her head slightly toward Sarah and murmured, “Then, I suppose you’ll have to decide which answer you prefer.”

Sarah laughed, the sound perfectly cutting through the warm air. “I thought you weren’t in the business of offering choices, Ms. Stanhope.”

Nell smirked at the use of her surname as they turned the corner, arriving at a townhouse with no sign. “You always have a choice, Ms. Gallagher, and not only in the options that lie before you.”

A doorman smiled upon recognizing her. “Good evening, Nell.”

“Garrett.” She greeted him. “I hope you and your husband are doing well?”

“We’re both very well, thank you. Enjoy your evening,” he called after them.

Nell led Sarah into the Foxhall Club, directly to the booth in the back corner she always sat at—the one with the best view of the room where she could watch without being watched. The same one where conversations went unheard but never unnoticed.

The moment they settled into the deep leather seats, two drinks appeared exactly as Nell had arranged them to be.

Sarah, to her credit, took the briefest moment to absorb everything. Nell didn’t know if she would even call it a hesitation. Sarah glanced at the waiter, then at the perfectly chilled glass in front of her, before shifting her attention to Nell.

Nell didn’t explain. Tonight, they were playing by her rules, and they both knew it.

Sarah studied her with those assessing eyes. Then, with the kind of confidence Nell had already grown to expect, she picked up the glass, brought it to her lips, and took a measured sip.

Nell waited.

Sarah hummed softly, rolling the taste over her tongue before tilting her head slightly. “Vesper martini. How very Bond of you.”

Her lips curled as she lifted her glass, meeting Sarah’s gaze over the rim. “You strike me as someone who appreciates clarity.”

Sarah smirked, the ghost of amusement sparkling in her eyes. “And if I had wanted something else?”

Nell couldn’t help her low chuckle. She liked this—how Sarah tested her, played with her. She wasn’t uncomfortable with their dynamic. If anything, Nell could tell she was intrigued by it.

“Then you would have spoken up. You have a voice, Sarah. I expect that when we are together, you will use it. That’s my first rule.”

There. Rule number one, out in the open.

The words thrilled her as they left her mouth. They were unhurried and intentional as she savored them. Sarah held her gaze for a beat longer, showing no reaction, then, never breaking eye contact and entirely aware of what she was doing, she took another leisurely sip.

A concession. A small one, but still a concession.

Nell took her own sip, pleased. She let the silence stretch enough before shifting gears.

“So, tell me—how did you solve the puzzle?”

Sarah leaned back slightly, crossing one leg over the other. Nell was momentarily distracted by Sarah’s ever-rising hemline, tracking even more of that toned thigh she had glimpsed earlier.

“You had me stumped there for a while. It was bold of you to presume I’d figure out a location in a city I’ve never spent a considerable amount of time in.” She took another sip from her martini before continuing. “Luckily for you, I don’t like to fail.”

“I would have never given you a task you couldn’t complete.”

“I’m learning that. You can’t play a game with someone unless both sides can make forward progress.” The look she gave was pointed in a way that said, I see what you’re doing, and I’m allowing it.

Nell raised a brow, swirling her drink. “Paranoid, are we?”

Sarah smirked. “Cautious. There’s a difference.”

Nell laughed again, warmth spreading in her chest. She was enjoying this too much. “Go on, then. How did you solve it?” she asked, tilting her head in amusement.

Sarah took another sip. “Sheer dumb luck.”

The smile that spread across her face was as infectious as the laugh that followed, and Nell couldn’t help but smile, too. She let out a long breath, letting herself be pleased—very pleased. This was exactly why she had picked Sarah.

She was intelligent. But also grounded. She was the type of woman who took herself seriously, but not too seriously. A mind worthy of Nell’s attention.

The waiter returned, offering a variety of small plates Nell had preselected. Sarah glanced at the spread before picking up her fork and testing a delicate bite from one of the expertly plated dishes.

“The scallops are all yours. I’m allergic to shellfish,” Sarah said, gesturing to the plate closest to her.

Nell froze for a moment in horror. A mistake. How had she overlooked that? How had that piece of information slipped through her thorough research?

She flagged the waiter, who appeared quickly and quietly beside them.

“Please remove this dish. We have a shellfish allergy at the table. Extend my apologies to the chef and assure her it is not indicative of her cooking. Please amend our dinner selection to include duck instead of lobster.”

The waiter listened to her intently and nodded before removing the plate of scallops, disappearing without a word. She turned to Sarah, who held a small, thoughtful smile.

“You didn’t have to do that,” she said quietly.

“I’m not about to have you in hives for the rest of the evening, or worse. Consider your allergy noted for all future meals.”

“Future meals?” Sarah asked, with a hint of smugness that Nell found incredibly attractive.

“If you play your cards right,” Nell said, her own smile pushing through as she pivoted topics. “How was the flight?”

Sarah let out a thoughtful hum as she searched for her words. “Efficient,” she finally landed on.

“Only efficient?”

Sarah put her fork down, lightly tapping her fingers against the stem of her martini glass. “The jet was comfortable.” She paused. “But next time, I’d prefer flying commercial.”

That caught Nell’s attention. She lifted her glass, intrigued.

“No taste for luxury?”

Sarah smirked, just slightly. “Plenty. But smaller jets have a higher rate of accidents.”

Ah. So Sarah was careful. Another piece of the puzzle falling neatly into place. But that wasn’t what interested Nell, because all she had heard was next time. Next time. A quiet satisfaction spread through her as she took another measured sip of her martini. She met Sarah’s gaze.

“Noted.” A pause for dramatic effect. “First class, though—that is nonnegotiable—and there may still be times when the jet is needed.”

Sarah exhaled a laugh, shaking her head. “I’d expect nothing less.”

They continued talking, shifting effortlessly between subjects—business, law, investments, power. Sarah matched her in every way Nell had anticipated, and in a few ways she hadn’t.

Sarah had a way with words, a meticulous handling of them that reminded Nell of herself. Conversing with her was like playing a mental game of chess. There was strategy, sleight of hand, power plays. It was all a game—an intelligent, purposeful, polished, beautiful game—and Nell enjoyed every second of it.

After the plates had been cleared, after Sarah had studied Nell with that same pointed gaze she had carried since the moment she walked in, she leaned forward slightly, tilting her head.

“Why am I really here, Nell?”

Nell smirked, swirling the last of her martini before finishing it off in one final sip. She leaned in, just enough that Sarah would have to lean in, too. Just enough to make her wait. To make her want it.

Her fingers idly traced the rim of her glass as if the cool crystal were a tool for calculation. Her posture was the very definition of composed control, utterly in command of her world. Across from her, Sarah sat with an expression that betrayed nothing but quiet curiosity. Nell’s gaze swept over Sarah with the certainty of a statement of intent.

After a pause, Nell’s voice, smooth and emotionless, cut through the low whirr of conversation that surrounded them. “I imagine a woman as quick as yourself has ambitions that extend beyond the courtroom.”

Two new martinis materialized in front of them. Both she and Sarah reached out to grab their own.

She took her time with her drink, using her sips to punctuate her words. Sarah’s eyes moved quickly over Nell as she processed what she had said. For a heartbeat, silence reigned, then Sarah spoke, her tone steady yet inquisitive.

“Meaning?”

Nell tilted her head slightly, considering how best to articulate what was already a foregone conclusion. “I’m a powerful woman, Sarah. I can open many doors for you.” Her words were precise, every syllable measured for maximum impact.

There was a pause, and Nell let the implication settle. “And if that’s of interest to you, I’m more than happy to connect you with the right people—people who can change the course of your career. In exchange, I expect one thing.”

Her eyes locked on to Sarah’s, calm and unwavering, as she continued. “From time to time, I will require a plus-one for events. Someone who not only stands beside me but enhances my presence. Who understands the rooms I walk into.”

Nell set her glass down with a gentle clink of crystal against the wooden table, her fingertips trailing along the condensation as if marking the significance of the moment. “I’m known for being incredibly selective, Sarah, and I picked you.”

Sarah raised an eyebrow, curiosity and intrigue tucked away in her gaze. “What exactly are you offering?” she asked in a low, even voice.

Her question caused a small, knowing smile to play across Nell’s lips. “Access. Influence. Connections that would take years to cultivate on your own.” She stopped for a moment to let the tension build. “And, in return, I get you.”

The words hung in the air, not rushed or overburdened with emotion. This wasn’t emotional. It was business. They were, however, a declaration of power and pleasure, made in the language of ambition rather than affection.

Nell’s eyes swept over Sarah’s body as she allowed herself a glance of unspoken appreciation. There was no romantic longing for Sarah. She knew she could have Sarah in an instant if she wanted—and she did—but this feeling was the fierce, unapologetic desire to claim the best, both in business and in life.

Sarah’s gaze softened, though she never lost that calculating glint. “You’re offering me what, exactly?” she said carefully, testing the edges of the proposition.

“I’m offering you a strategic companionship in which both parties benefit.”

“Companionship?” Sarah questioned. Always with the questions.

“Precisely.” Nell’s tone was even, as if discussing the weather. “I don’t do half measures, Sarah. You come into my world, and I expect you to be all in—no reservations.”

A silence fell again as she watched Sarah’s mind work. Sarah’s voice was low but clear when she asked, “And what if I wanted something different?”

Nell could hear her own amusement as she replied, “Then you would have said something, remember? Rule number one: you have a voice. Use it.” Her voice was smooth, almost teasing, with the slightest inflection suggesting she took delight in this game of verbal chess.

Sarah took another sip from her martini. “I suppose,” she said carefully, “if I had desired something else, I’d have said so by now.” Her tone was deliberate, matching Nell’s cadence perfectly.

Nell’s smile deepened as she leaned back, satisfied with the exchange. “Good,” she murmured, her voice dropping even lower, “because I trust a woman who knows what she wants, and I trust you to have your decision by the end of the week.”

A statement. An invitation with power behind it. And Nell thoroughly enjoyed the way it left Sarah momentarily speechless, a rare occurrence that only deepened her satisfaction.
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FIVE
SARAH
RULE #1: YOU HAVE A VOICE. USE IT.


Sarah Gallagher did not give up control. Not easily. Not ever.

Her entire life had been built on the foundation of command—of knowing every angle before she stepped into a room, of ensuring she was never caught unprepared. She had argued in front of federal judges and had turned entire depositions on their heads with a single question. She had made billion-dollar contracts hinge on a single phrase buried so deep in the fine print that no one but her had noticed.

She did not hesitate. She did not falter. She did not lose.

So why wasn’t she saying no to Nell’s offer?

The invitation hung openly between them, not challenging her directly, just there. But Sarah knew she wouldn’t be giving Nell an answer tonight. The lawyer in her needed time to make her sweat a little bit. It was the last bit of command she still held on to, and Nell seemed to be fully aware of it.

She waited for Nell’s next move, which appeared to be silence as she simply waited for Sarah’s mind to stop spinning, and somehow, that was worse. Because silence—controlled silence—was its own kind of power. A power she had wielded often but rarely had used against her.

And, in return, I get you. Nell’s words ricocheted around her brain. What exactly did that mean? She gets me?

Nell was watching her closely with steel-blue eyes that sent a shiver down her spine in the best way.

Nell wants me.

Sarah’s grip tightened slightly around the stem of her glass before she lifted it to her lips, taking a drawn-out sip of her martini. It was crisp and clean with a little bite, exactly how she liked it. Exactly how Nell had known she would.

Her glass caught the low glow of the overhead fixtures as she set it down with deliberate care, her fingers resting idly along the rim. There was no rush in her movements, no excess energy wasted. Every action was exact, as if time itself bent to her pace.

Nell exhaled. Tilted her head slightly, still not offering any additional words. Why would she? She wanted Sarah to be the one to break first, and Sarah knew that.

“You’re going to have to be more specific,” Sarah said, raising her eyebrow just enough to make it a challenge. “What exactly do you mean by ‘I get you’?”

“Ever a lawyer seeking clarity in the terms, aren’t you?” Nell answered, the slight lilt to her words let Sarah know that Nell wasn’t upset she had asked for more. “It can mean a lot of things. We can hash out specifics if you choose to accept my proposal.”

Well, that wasn’t an answer, but Sarah wasn’t surprised. She was skilled at extracting information from people. She’d have to try a different angle.

“How about an example?” she offered.

Across the table, a slow grin unfurled across Nell’s refined features. She sat up straighter, that ever-composed posture sharpening with interest. Sarah could see the flash of excitement, subtle but unmistakable.

She didn’t know why she was holding her breath. Nerves? Unlikely. Excitement? Probably. Anticipation? Definitely.

Then, with all the ease of a passing suggestion, Nell said:

“Put your hands flat on the table.”

Sarah blinked once. The words were effortless. Spoken in the same way someone might ask for the time. But they were a test. She had played enough power games to recognize one when she saw it, and she saw the trap before she stepped into it.

And yet . . .

She wanted to see what happened if she did.

A flicker of something sudden and electric passed through her, but she did not react. Not outwardly. Internally, however? A heat was pooling deep within.

She lifted her drink again, took another sip, and let the gin burn slightly as it settled.

“Why?” Sarah found herself asking. Another question, a tactic to buy herself time. But her voice was even, composed, because she didn’t actually need time. Sarah already knew what she wanted, but she wasn’t about to give Nell that satisfaction. Not yet, anyway.

Nell leaned in, closing the space between them, her presence heavier. “Because I told you to.”

There it was.

The shift. The moment when this stopped being a conversation and became something else that Sarah didn’t yet have a name for.

She watched Nell closely. The way her eyes narrowed in delight at her own words. There was a definite gleam in her eye that hadn’t been there before. Like something inside Nell had been lit on fire, the same way Sarah felt her desire burn.

Sarah knew she could end it right then and there if she wanted to. She could push back, could laugh it off. Nell had told her as much. That was rule number one, wasn’t it? To use her voice?

The rules. What the hell was with the rules? How many more rules were there?

The truth was, Sarah didn’t want to end this. She wanted to see how far Nell would take it. Sarah wanted to see how far she would let it go.

With purposeful ease, Sarah set her glass down, her fingers brushing the polished wood of the table but not quite settling. Her pulse had steadied, but something under her skin still buzzed.

And then, a flash of a thought.

Beth.

She hadn’t thought of her all evening. Not since she had stepped into The Prescott. Not since she had seen Nell waiting for her in the lobby. Not since she had seen the way the gray of her eyes had darkened when they landed on her.

The realization dashed across her mind, but she shut it down just as fast.

No. Now wasn’t the time. Beth belonged in a different box. One sealed shut, with other things Sarah had already decided she couldn’t afford to reopen or re-examine.

She met Nell’s gaze, steadying herself, back in the game.

Back in control.

Her fingers trailed lightly over the cool crystal.

And then, as instructed, she spread her hands flat, palms-down.

Satisfaction intertwined with Nell’s smile as she leaned back, bringing her glass to her lips, taking a sip, watching her over the rim, the weight of her gaze landing fully on Sarah.

“Good.” Nell’s low voice sent a whisper of heat right through her.

Sarah did not move. She waited. She didn’t know what she was supposed to do next. Nell hadn’t given her any other instructions—only to put her hands on the table.

Nell reached forward—painfully slow—and, with nothing more than the tips of her fingers, grazed the inner side of Sarah’s wrist.

It was the softest touch imaginable. A whisper of skin against skin.

Sarah’s pulse stuttered. It was nothing. Nothing. She was fine, except for the fact that she wasn’t because, fuck, how was a touch as minuscule as that the hottest thing she had ever experienced? And that look in Nell’s eyes as she had done it? Like she had claimed a small part of her in the process? Yeah, Sarah felt that look in every nerve of her body.

Then, Nell withdrew her hand, and it was gone. Like it had never happened. But the heat remained.

Nell reclined slightly, giving no indication of what she was thinking or what she had taken from that moment.

Instead, she simply waited. Letting Sarah sit in the space where something had been and now was not. But Sarah could play this game, too. If Nell had something to add, she would.

Finally, Nell spoke.

“Tell me how that felt.” Her eagerness slipped through the smoothness of her demand, but Sarah could hear it, and hearing Nell excited like this? That excited Sarah.

She could deflect. Could brush it off, shift the power back to herself. But instead, she let the moment stretch. Let it breathe. Then⁠—

“Like a choice.”

She didn’t know what answer Nell had expected, but something shifted in the other woman’s expression. A flash of pleasure. Brief and subtle, but there.

And then, that smile appeared again. The rare one that Sarah had only caught glimpses of.

“It was, wasn’t it?”

Sarah exhaled, realizing she desperately wanted to know what the next choice would be.
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The following morning, Sarah sat in the back of a sleek black town car, her fingers carelessly grazing over the rim of the takeaway coffee cup. The driver navigated the road toward the airport, the Washington skyline fading behind them.

Sarah had expected the car to take her back to the same private airstrip where she had arrived, but Nell had adjusted for Sarah’s comfort, and that meant something to her. She had asked for a commercial flight instead of the jet, and Nell had listened.

Allowing herself a brief moment to absorb the past twenty-four hours, Sarah pressed her temple against the cool glass of the window. Nell had given her a lot to think about.

Nell’s proposition—the arrangement, as she had put it—was unconventional at best. It was so different from anything she had experienced before. There was no seduction in the traditional sense, no pretense of romance. Nell had made that clear. This wasn’t about finding love; it was about power. Control.

And, of course, pleasure.

Sarah had spent the entire night lying awake in a bed too comfortable to waste on sleeplessness, but unable to stop asking herself whether or not she wanted to step into whatever game Nell was offering.

She hadn’t come to a full decision. Not yet. But she hadn’t ruled it out either.

As the car rolled to a stop outside the terminal, Sarah shifted slightly in her seat, her gaze flicking to the driver as he moved around the car to open her door.

“Ms. Gallagher,” he said smoothly. “Flight details have been sent to your email. Let me know if you require anything else before you board.”

Sarah glanced at him, momentarily thrown.

Nell had taken care of every single detail of every minute she had spent in DC. From the travel plans, to making sure her favorite wine was waiting for her when she arrived at The Prescott, to her coffee this morning being a triple-shot, exactly the way she liked it. Nell had covered it all without ever needing to ask her, because Nell had a way of knowing—or a thoroughly comprehensive assistant.

With a curt nod, Sarah stepped out, smoothing the fabric of her linen blazer before adjusting the strap of her bag over her shoulder.

There was no doubt in her mind. Nell was testing her.

Seeing if she’d accept the choices laid out before her.

And that was what unsettled Sarah the most. She had never been the kind of woman who let others set the parameters. But maybe that was why she was still thinking about it. Because Nell wasn’t like anyone she had ever met before. She was like her.

As Sarah walked through the terminal, her mind shifted briefly away from Nell, away from DC, back to something else.

To Beth. To the woman who had shaped her, broken her, undone her, and completed her. To the woman who still, despite everything, owned more of Sarah’s heart than she had a right to.

For nine years, Sarah had tried to move on. She had slept with other women when the need had overcome her, had gone through the motions of casual entanglements. But at the end of the day, at the end of every long night, it had always been Beth she craved.

But standing there, with her boarding pass in hand, her flight back home waiting for her, Sarah had a thought that settled like a stone in her chest.

Maybe Nell was exactly what she needed.

An outlet.

A distraction.

A challenge.

Someone who demanded nothing more than what Sarah was willing to give.

Her phone buzzed in her hand. A single text.

Nell 10:05 AM


Safe travels, Sarah. —N




Sarah read and reread the simple text, letting the words linger for a moment, before she typed out a reply.

Sarah 10:07 AM


I haven’t decided yet.




Nell 10:07 AM


You will. —N




Sarah turned toward her gate, the boarding pass firm in her grip, the hum of the airport swelling around her.

She didn’t know what she had expected when she’d stepped onto that jet yesterday. Now she just needed to decide if she was all in or not.
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The week passed in a blur of meetings, calls, and emails, and by the time Thursday evening rolled around, Sarah was exhausted.

She stood on her deck overlooking the water, surrounded by a backdrop of evergreens and mountains. The Seattle skyline was a distant twinkle across the water in the dark of night. The warm summer breeze swirled long strands of her hair as she breathed in deeply, methodically laying out Nell’s proposition before her bit by bit to dissect.

She was due to give Nell an answer the next day, but something had been nagging at her all week. An answer to a question Sarah needed to know before she either accepted or rejected the offer.

One hand rested on her hip, and the other gripped her phone as she pressed it to her ear, listening to the steady ringing on the other end. It felt as though her heart beat harder with each unanswered trill.

She wasn’t sure why she was calling when a text would have sufficed. No, that wasn’t true. She knew exactly why she was making the call.

She wanted to hear Nell’s voice. The way she turned even the simplest words into velvet.

Sarah wasn’t the kind of person who sat around waiting for clarity to present itself. If there were questions, she sought answers. If there were boundaries, she wanted to know exactly where they were.

And if there were stakes, she needed to know exactly what she was playing for.

I’m following the rules. Nell said to use my voice. I’m perfectly within my rights to ask more questions, she rationalized. But her thoughts were cut off abruptly as the ringing stopped and there was a pause long enough to make her wonder if the call had gone through. Then that velvet tone filled her ear.

“Sarah.”

Not a greeting. Just a simple acknowledgment.

Sarah exhaled through her nose, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. “This arrangement you proposed. It’s very . . . controlled.”

There was a quiet hum on the other end, and Sarah felt her stomach clench at the sound.

“You sound surprised.”

Sarah’s grip tightened around her phone, her gaze shifting back toward the darkened skyline. “I’m not.” She stopped pacing and pressed a hand against the cool deck railing. “I just want to know where the boundaries are.”

Nell met her with silence—something Sarah was quickly discovering was Nell’s favorite tool for negotiation—but it wouldn’t work. Not today. Sarah would simply wait her out. She needed answers.

“You mean, you want to know what control I expect to have?”

The way Nell said it—precise, particular—sent something hot curling low in Sarah’s stomach.

“Yes,” Sarah admitted, as she dropped the edge in her voice.

“I’m happy to clarify. My expectations are as follows. If you agree to what I’m proposing, you will be available when I need you,” she said, her voice smooth, unhurried, each word falling into its exact place. “I won’t waste your time, but I will expect priority. You will accompany me to select events, and when you do, you will dress accordingly. You will meet the people I want you to meet, and you will leave an impression that benefits both of us.”

Sarah swallowed, the weight of each statement settling over her.

“In return,” Nell continued, “I will open doors for you, facilitate introductions, arrange opportunities, influence, and more. Beyond that . . .”

Sarah could hear it in her voice now—the slight shift in timbre, the quiet kind of certainty that came from knowing exactly how much power she held in this moment.

“When I say so, you belong to me.”

A shaky breath left Sarah’s lips, and for a moment, she stood there, letting those words settle into her skin. Feeling the sharp, visceral reaction to them. I belong to her. She repeated the words in her head as she considered, because what did that mean?

“In what sense?” she asked, her voice quieter now.

Another charged, heavy pause.

Nell’s voice dipped even lower, to an even richer register. “In every sense that matters.”

Sarah closed her eyes. Heat licked up her spine at the way Nell had said it like a simple, undeniable fact.

She pulled in a slow breath, steadying herself, before asking, “And what happens if I say no?”

Silence. Then Nell exhaled, like she’d been expecting the question.

“Then nothing,” she said simply. “You'll go back to your world, and I'll go back to mine. But there will be no second offers.”

She knew Nell couldn’t see her through the phone, but that didn’t stop Sarah from nodding absently, her mind already moving ahead, already considering everything.

“And if I say yes?”

Nell’s answer came without hesitation. “Then you’ll join me in New York next week for a dinner party with a small, select group of guests. My only request is that you do exactly as I ask of you.”

Sarah’s lips parted slightly, her fingers tightening around the deck railing.

“And outside of events?” she pressed.

Another beat of silence, then Nell’s voice rang out, low and more sure than it had been moments ago.

“If you say yes, Sarah . . . I’m sure you can use your imagination to figure out what I have planned for you.”

Sarah’s breath caught. Her thighs clenched involuntarily as a rush of images of all the things she imagined Nell to have in store for her flooded her mind. But she pushed that thought into the ever-growing box in her mind labeled Nell Stanhope.

“Thank you for the clarification.” Sarah chewed on her bottom lip as the words of the question she wanted the answer to most arranged themselves. “I have one last question.” She paused, giving Nell time to object. “Why this? Why me?”

“Technically, that was two questions, but you’ve caught me in a giving mood. You want to know why? Because this arrangement works for me. I get everything I need out of this, and I’ll give you more than you could imagine as long as you play by my rules.” Nell’s voice broke its usual command, shifting to a softer tone. “But please, Sarah, do not mistake this for romance, not in the traditional sense. I’m not interested in that. What I am interested in is some fun to have for as long as it benefits both of us.”

Sarah sucked in her breath as she waited for Nell to answer her other question. Why had Nell chosen her?

“And why you? Because you’re like me. You’re full of fire, and you know how to keep up with me. You’re a self-made woman, and if I’m being candid, it doesn’t hurt that you’re gorgeous.”

Sarah’s cheeks burned at the compliment. From anyone else, it would have landed wrong, but the delivery was so Nell.

“I . . . uh . . .” Her voice shook uncharacteristically as heat raced through her.

Nell laughed into the phone. “Glad to see I can still leave a girl speechless.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” Sarah shot back, even though she most definitely had been.

“Do you have any other questions?” Nell asked, and Sarah could feel the genuineness in her response. She could sense the care Nell was taking to ensure she was comfortable with this. To have everything she needed to fully consent and choose to join her in whatever games Nell liked to play.

“No. You’ve answered them all. Now I need to think. I’ll have my answer for you tomorrow.”

“I know you will,” Nell said, with that same knowing tone, before the line disconnected.

Sarah placed her phone down and leaned against the railing, her head in her hands as she ran through every word of their conversation. Each time their conversation looped through her mind, she drew closer to giving Nell an answer. Though, if she were honest, Sarah could hardly believe what she was about to do.
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The following day, Sarah sat at her desk, her fingers poised above her keyboard, but the words on the screen blurred in and out of focus. It wasn’t often that something pulled her attention away from work. Still, she had spent the entire morning distracted, her mind circling Nell, the offer, and the unmistakable pulse of intrigue and desire that had settled beneath her skin.

She had spent her life making careful, calculated decisions. She had always had a plan to follow. First, get into law school. Then get married and start a family. Once she had that, she began working toward becoming the youngest partner at her firm.

She weighed risks, mitigated threats, and ensured she was always in control, because that was how life made sense to her. She had always played by the rules, and she had always been good at that role.

But life had other plans. She and Beth had broken up. Their family, although still the three of them, had changed drastically from the way she had envisioned it when she was younger. On the surface, she tried to make it look easy as she navigated twists and turns she hadn’t foreseen, but internally, she hated it, because it wasn’t what she had dreamed for herself.

So, yeah, Nell’s offer, while definitely out there, was also intriguing as hell. There was something about Nell that made her wonder what it would be like to try on a different role for a while.

And maybe—maybe that was exactly why she was going to say yes.

She reached for her phone, her fingers steady as she typed out a single phrase.

Sarah 3:45 PM


I’m all in.




Holy shit. She was actually doing this. A moment of panic washed over her as the realization of the move she had made settled in.

Seconds later, the read receipt appeared, and then⁠—

Nell 3:45 PM


Good. —N




No elaboration. No fanfare. Just a single word, laced with certainty and finality.

Sarah let out a sigh and raked her fingers through her hair as she something shifted inside her.

This was it.

She had made her choice, and now, she was about to find out exactly what it meant to belong to Nell Stanhope.
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SIX
NELL
RULE #2: CONFIDENCE WILL GET YOU FURTHER THAN CERTAINTY.


The helicopter blades were still slowing when Nell stepped onto the helipad. The thick August heat of the Hamptons wrapped around her as her attention shifted to the woman stepping down from the small, chartered helicopter in front of her. She couldn’t help but appreciate how Sarah looked with her jean jacket thrown casually over her shoulders, hair tousled by the breeze, irritation written across her otherwise composed features.

Nell allowed herself the briefest smile as she moved forward, timing it perfectly so she met Sarah halfway between her car and the helicopter.

Sarah’s mouth opened, likely to make some snide remark about the flight, but Nell didn’t give her the chance. She pressed her lips to Sarah’s cheek, and was rewarded with the way Sarah’s body instinctively leaned in.

“Welcome to the Hamptons, Sarah,” she said, savoring the fleeting pulse she had felt under her lips before pulling back.

Sarah straightened and smoothed a hand over her jacket, but there was a flush blooming high on her cheeks that had nothing to do with the heat.

“You know,” Sarah said dryly, falling into step beside her, “for someone who promised no more private jets, a helicopter feels like a bold interpretation.”

Nell laughed low in her throat before guiding Sarah toward the car waiting off the helipad. “Technically, you flew commercial to JFK. I upheld my end of the agreement.”

Sarah shot her a look, but there was amusement in her eyes, that little spark Nell enjoyed coaxing out of her.

Today, Nell had dressed for comfort, in dark jeans, a crisp, white button-down rolled to her forearms, and a pair of clean white sneakers. Casual but still refined, perfectly setting her desired tone for the weekend. Out of the corner of her eye, she took in Sarah and was pleased to see that she had followed the guidelines Rowan sent over—exactly as Nell knew she would.

Without a word, she moved ahead, lifting Sarah’s carry-on suitcase into the trunk of the racing-green Aston Martin DB12 before Sarah could protest. She reveled in the way the small act—so mundane; almost absurd given the army of people Nell usually had at her disposal—caught Sarah off guard. She loved seeing the flutter of Sarah’s jaw and the way she shifted on her feet like she wasn’t sure what to make of it.

Good, she thought, and smiled to herself. She liked keeping Sarah on her toes. She was already having so much fun.

Nell circled to the passenger side and opened the door for Sarah, who paused, arching a brow in silent amusement.

Nell smirked. “After you.”

Sarah laughed as she slid gracefully into the seat. “Nell Stanhope, a gentlewoman.”

Nell’s smile grew as she gently closed the passenger door before slipping her sunglasses on, circling the car, and sliding into the driver’s seat.

The drive from the heliport to her house was short, but Nell did her best to stretch it out as they drove with the windows down, letting in the warm afternoon air as they rode in a comfortable silence that, to her surprise, Sarah didn’t try to fill. They let it sit between them, dense and charged, as the countryside of the Hamptons rolled past.

The low purr of the Aston Martin’s engine thrummed beneath them, even as she pulled to a standstill.

Sarah glanced sideways at her, one brow raised, a knowing smirk curving her mouth.

“I’m not surprised,” she said, dragging her gaze over the immaculate dash, the gleaming chrome details. “You having an affinity for sports cars makes perfect sense to me.”

“And here I thought I had some element of mystery,” Nell said, eyes on the winding road ahead of them.

She eased the car into a tighter turn than necessary simply to feel the way it gripped the road, and to see if Sarah would react. She did. Nell caught the way she braced herself with her hand against the door and her short intake of breath, half laugh, half surprise. She tucked that reaction away.

“I’ve always loved fast cars, ever since I was a kid,” Nell commented offhandedly. “My brothers used to drive them. They were idiots with terrible instincts—no expertise whatsoever.” She shifted gears with an effortless flick of her wrist, easing off the clutch and gently pushing the gas pedal. “It fascinated me how they could have something so powerful under their control and be so . . . wasteful.”

Sarah tilted her head, studying her. “And you, of course, would never waste power.”

Nell smiled. “Not willingly.”

They pulled up to a set of discreet iron gates with no keypad or guards visible—only a clean, quiet sensor that recognized her car and swung the gates open without a sound.

Sarah made a soft, approving noise in the back of her throat. Nell’s smile deepened as she guided them down a narrow tree-lined drive. Sarah glanced at the house as it came into view: a sprawling, gray-shingled estate set against the backdrop of the bay.

Though she said nothing, Nell caught the subtle change in Sarah’s posture—the way she sat a little straighter, impressed despite herself. Nell pulled up directly in front of the front door and killed the engine, turning to face Sarah properly for the first time since they’d left the hangar.

For a moment, she looked at her.

The way the last of the afternoon light caught in Sarah’s hair. The way the steady rise and fall of her chest made the faint gold chain necklace around her neck catch the light perfectly. She was gorgeous.

“Come,” Nell said simply, in response to Sarah’s questioning gaze.

She stepped out of the car, and Sarah followed, her head tilting slightly, taking everything in.

The front of the house wasn’t overly ostentatious. That wasn’t Nell’s style. But still, it commanded attention, with its perfectly weathered cedar shingles, bright white trim, and impeccable landscaping that greeted them as they stepped onto the arched front porch. Nell keyed in the code to the door before stepping aside so Sarah could enter first.

She watched deliberately as Sarah crossed the threshold. Watched how she rolled her shoulders back, straightening herself, bracing herself for whatever world she’d just stepped into. And, for the briefest moment, she looked almost unsure. Almost vulnerable.

It hit Nell in a way she hadn’t expected because there was something almost painful in its purity.

Without thinking, she moved past Sarah, brushing close enough for the barest contact of their arms as she set her keys down in the tray by the door.

“This way,” she said, her voice low, leading Sarah through the vast, open living space decorated in pale woods, coastal colors, and deep, inviting furniture.

Mortimer came running from the dining room at the sound of their footsteps, and Nell bent down to scoop him up.

“Sarah, meet Mortimer Goth.”

A subtle look of confusion flashed across her face before Sarah held her hand out for Mortimer to sniff, which he gladly did. “Hello, Mortimer,” she cooed.

Mortimer wiggled himself free from her grip before sprinting off down the hall. “You’ll have to excuse him. He is a very busy man. Lots of business to attend to.” She looked at Sarah and saw the ghost of a laugh playing on her lips. “What?”

“Nothing. Just surprised,” Sarah said. “You don’t seem like the pet type.”

“Mortimer is my son,” Nell deadpanned. “Can’t you see the resemblance?” She enjoyed the way Sarah looked at her, unsure whether to laugh or not. “Kidding, of course,” she said, with a real, genuine smile as they continued into the living room.

“I’m not convinced you are,” Sarah teased gently.

Nell allowed herself a small laugh, but what came out was her real one—the unguarded one—not the practiced one she used in controlled situations. “He’s the only man who has ever successfully distracted me.”

“And here I thought you didn’t believe in distractions,” Sarah said lightly.

Nell stopped walking and turned toward her. “I don’t,” she said, her voice permissive now. “Except when I find I need one.”

For one long moment, they stood there, Nell feeling the weight of what this weekend meant pressing around them. She wanted so badly to break her own restraint.

Sarah hasn’t earned that yet, she reminded herself. But she will. That thought sent a fire through her. She shifted, pressing her thighs together ever so slightly to stop the spread of her own excitement.

She shifted topics with precision. “I hate to jump right into business, but we should run through the plan for the evening. Tonight, we will be stopping by Andrew Brennan’s.”

“The real estate developer?” Sarah looked at her quizzically as she tried to keep up with Nell’s subject change.

“Yes. He is hosting an unofficial donor party for his upcoming mayoral campaign.” Sarah scrunched her nose in thought, but whatever it was, she didn’t voice it, and Nell understood. “I know, and I agree,” she continued. “He doesn’t have a chance in hell. But it’s fun to watch a man drown in his own delusion. However, it does offer a good opportunity for us to test out our little arrangement. I want to see how you handle yourself in a new environment.”

“You have doubts about my ability to ‘handle’ myself?” Indignation laced Sarah’s response, as though the idea of Nell not believing in her ability to be nothing but perfect was the worst thing in the world.

“Not a single one,” she said, and she meant it. “Do you have any questions about my expectations for tonight?” she asked, her eyes imploring Sarah, telling her, Now is your chance to get all those questions out of your system, before we really begin.

“I have many questions, but none about your expectations. Do as you say, when and how you say it, right?”

Nell smiled, a small, wicked smile. “Correct. And it starts with what you’re wearing tonight. I took it upon myself to pick out what I’d like you in this evening. You can find it upstairs in your room.”

“My room?” Sarah echoed, the slightest trace of disappointment discernible in her question.

“Yes. I had the guest suite set up for you. You’ll have everything you need to be comfortable this weekend,” Nell supplied, listening closely, reading between the lines of what Sarah wasn’t saying.

“I thought . . .” Sarah’s voice trailed off as Nell raised an eyebrow.

“You thought what?”

“Nothing,” Sarah said quickly.

“Rule number one, remember. If you have something to say, I expect you to say it,” she repeated, needing to ensure Sarah understood how important following the rules was to their arrangement.

Sarah looked at her intently, her eyes swirling with all the questions Nell knew she wanted to ask. She couldn’t help but wonder which she’d ask first.

“You have been quite cryptic with the details about this weekend, which is fine,” Sarah quickly followed, “I just wasn’t really sure what to expect after our call last week. Me having my own room threw me off, that’s all.”

Nell felt her lips curve as she watched Sarah shift her weight, trying—and failing—to hide her nerves.

“That’s the thing about expectations,” Nell said lightly, stepping closer, enjoying the faintest twitch of Sarah’s fingers against her thigh. “It’s easier when you let me set them for you.”

Sarah held her gaze, stubborn and lovely and so easy to read. She could practically feel the effort it took for Sarah to stay still under the weight of the invisible boundaries of their game that were little by little revealing themselves.

“But if it helps ease your mind,” she continued, her voice dropping lower, “tonight, I want to observe you. I want to see how you listen, how you carry yourself. And, when the room tries to steal your attention away from me, how well you remember who you belong to.” A faint flush crept up Sarah’s neck as Nell spoke. “You won’t be left guessing,” Nell promised.

Sarah visibly gulped, and Nell nearly lost her mind. The anticipation building between them was delectable. “If I want your hand on my arm, I’ll let you know. If I want your eyes on me instead of the room, I’ll let you know. And . . .” Nell paused for dramatic flair, letting the moment sit just a little longer, pleased by the way Sarah’s breath caught slightly. “. . . if I want you in my bed afterward, you’ll know that, too,” she finished, with a cunning smile.

Sarah’s lips parted, but no words came out. Hunger—or was it longing?—crossed her face, sending a satisfying thrill through Nell as she watched Sarah box up the last pieces of her control and set them aside. This was the side of Sarah she had been so eager to draw out. The side of Sarah that didn’t fight, didn’t hide, didn’t pretend she didn’t crave the structure, the permission, the chance to please. Naturally, her suspicions had been correct.

“For now,” Nell said, “your job is to go upstairs, find what I’ve laid out for you, and get dressed. You have thirty minutes.” She paused, letting her gaze rake deliberately down Sarah’s body. “After that, come find me.”

Sarah swallowed visibly but nodded once. Nell smiled again, then, without waiting for a reply, turned on her heel and left Sarah standing there. The weight of Sarah’s eyes trained on her the entire way down the hall.
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Andrew Brennan’s estate was a sprawling home made of glass and weathered stone set high above the dunes. It loomed above the water, a place where old money built family secrets into the foundation. Inside, the gathering unfolded in low murmurs as attendees made polished power moves between new-money billionaires and people with surnames older than the US Constitution.

Nell stood near the edge of the open living space, relaxed, one hand casually resting on the back of a leather chair. Completely in her element as she watched the room, cataloging faces, relationships, and rivalries.

Sarah stood by her side, elegant in a simple black dress, hair tucked behind one ear and a delicate gold chain catching at her collarbone. She was breathtaking, but Nell hadn’t brought her here just because she was pretty. She’d brought her to see if she could belong. If Sarah could fit into the spaces of her life no one else had been able to.

“If someone asks who I am to you, what do I say?” Sarah muttered, leaning toward her, eyes still scanning the room.

“No one will ask. Everyone here knows it’s none of their business.” Nell spotted a familiar figure across the room and turned back toward Sarah. “Are you ready for rule number two? Confidence will get you further than certainty,” she murmured, sliding her hand to the small of Sarah’s back, nudging her forward. “Come. There are people here I’d like you to meet. Represent us well.”

Even as Sarah nodded steadily, Nell caught the tiny shift in her breath as they approached the cluster of figures by the fireplace. The group consisted of two venture capitalists Nell barely tolerated and, standing slightly apart, Angela Dupree—civil rights attorney, Nell’s mentor, and the woman Nell trusted most to see straight through anyone.

Angela turned as they approached, her smile broad and warm.

“Nell Stanhope, as I live and breathe,” she said, her southern drawl coming out as she pulled her into a quick, familiar hug that Nell tolerated. Nell had never been one for hugs. “And this must be the infamous Sarah Gallagher,” Angela said, turning her attention to Sarah.

“You know who I am?” Sarah asked, slipping smoothly into the space and extending her hand.

Angela took it in both of hers. “I make it my business to know who the rising stars are,” she said. “I run a foundation that funds legal challenges against anti-trans laws, Title IX rollbacks . . . the fights people think don’t matter because it doesn’t impact them, until they find out the hard way it eventually does.” Angela’s tone was light, but the weight behind her words was impossible to miss. She squeezed Sarah’s hand, then glanced at Nell, almost conspiratorially. “You interested in intersections, Ms. Gallagher?”

Sarah held her gaze without flinching. “I’m starting to be.”

“Good.” Angela’s smile widened, all teeth and approval. “Smart, privileged women like ourselves have a responsibility to widen the lanes we’ve claimed.”

Angela released Sarah’s hand, nodded once at Nell, and that was all the approval she needed. She watched as Angela turned, already drawing another small group toward her as she moved across the room.

Nell let the silence stretch before looking at Sarah, who, for the most part, was composed and thoughtful, still watching Angela’s retreating figure.

“She’s . . . interesting.”

“You get used to that.” Nell laughed and let her hand skim the small of Sarah’s back, light enough to remind, not steer. “Come,” she said softly. “A few more hands to shake.”

As they moved through the room, she noticed the way Sarah responded to conversations now without needing to be told. The right smile. The right silence. The right moment to speak. She had become efficient—a quick study, which was not surprising at all.

As the evening progressed, the party thinned, and conversations wound down, signaling their cue to leave. Nell led Sarah to the exit. As they waited for the valet to bring the car around, she found herself entranced by the way the glow of the lights from the house caught Sarah’s eyes, illuminating the rosy color in her cheeks. She looked alive.

“You did well tonight.”

Sarah lifted an eyebrow, playful but composed. “Did you think I wouldn’t?”

“No,” she said simply. “But I enjoy confirmation. Don’t you?”

“I do, yes.”

The weight of Sarah’s gaze on her was steady and assessing, sparking against her own as they held eye contact. This had been a test, and Sarah had passed. But what lodged deeper in her chest wasn’t only the satisfaction of having chosen correctly; it was the exhilarating knowledge that Sarah was capable, dangerous, and powerful in the same ways she was—that knowledge excited her. Nell had always liked playing with fire.

The drive back to her house was filled with an electric silence. Nell glanced at Sarah, whose hands were folded neatly in her lap, her cheeks still glowing faintly from the praise of the evening, a blur of streetlight and dark glass behind her. Nell made a split-second decision.

Without warning, she turned off the main road and pulled the Aston Martin onto a narrow, unlit side street flanked by tall trees, finishing in a dead end. No houses, just stillness and sand and dark.

“Mildly creepy,” Sarah murmured, half laughing. “Is this how it ends for me?” She raised an eyebrow. “After all that?”

“If I wanted you gone, Sarah,” Nell said smoothly, her amusement creeping into her tone, “I wouldn’t have dressed you so well first.”

Nell eased the car to a stop, headlights cutting through the darkness, the engine purring beneath them as though it were alive. She turned toward Sarah, one arm draped over the steering wheel as the other slipped casually into her lap.

“You did so well tonight,” Nell said, repeating her earlier praise. Sarah shifted slightly in her seat, trying not to show how much those words sank into her. Nell’s voice was low, almost lazy with satisfaction as she continued, wanting to make Sarah feel her praise. “You listened. You adapted. You made Angela Dupree like you, and that’s not an easy thing to do.”

Nell allowed herself the luxury of letting her gaze sweep over Sarah in the dim light, taking in the elegant simplicity of the black dress Sarah wore. Sarah’s lips quivered upward in the faintest smile.

“High praise from you.”

Nell’s eyes sharpened. “It’s well-earned, and it deserves to be rewarded.”

Sarah stilled at her words. Excitement briefly crossed her face before she smoothed it away, but Nell caught it. She leaned over slightly, then reached out and brushed a single finger down the inside of Sarah’s wrist—the same gesture from the Foxhall Club. This time, instead of pulling away, she lingered. Sarah’s breath caught, just slightly, lashes fluttering, chest rising and falling rhythmically.

Nell wrapped her fingers lightly around Sarah’s wrist, guiding her with careful ease until Sarah’s hand rested against her thigh. The heat of Sarah’s palm sending her senses spinning.

“Touch me,” Nell whispered, her grip on Sarah’s wrist tightening, emphasizing the importance of her words, “but only where I put you.”

Sarah flexed her hand, then stilled, resting it on Nell’s thigh like it was the most natural thing in the world. Nell leaned closer, her lips grazing Sarah’s cheek, hot breath forming the suggestion of a kiss. Sarah whimpered.

A satisfied smile tugged at Nell’s mouth as Sarah exhaled, her breath shaking—an involuntary sound that shot straight through Nell’s veins like lightning. But Sarah surprised her, staying perfectly still. Not moving, and not trying to take what she wasn’t given.

God, Sarah was going to ruin her in the best possible way.

With her free hand, Nell ghosted her fingertips down the line of Sarah’s arm, sending goose bumps erupting across her skin. A reward, yes, but also another promise: If you give me your trust, I will make it worth it.

She shifted slightly in her seat, pressing Sarah’s hand a bit higher up her thigh. “You like that?” she whispered.

Sarah’s eyes fluttered closed as she nodded. “God, yes.”

“You want me.” She stated the undeniable fact, keeping Sarah’s hand on her long enough to make her ache for more as the heat built between them.

She knew she could end it right here, right now. She could drag Sarah into her lap, slide her hands up Sarah’s toned thighs, and make her beg for it until her voice cracked and she came apart right there in the front seat. But what fun would that be?

“Not yet,” Nell whispered, in a tease.

With surgical precision, she pulled away from Sarah and reached for the gearshift, the car roared to life beneath her as she revved the engine. Sarah barely had time to blink before Nell spun the wheel hard, whipping the car around in a perfect U-turn, tires kicking up a spray of dust and sand as the Aston surged forward, back toward the main road.

Sarah sat back, breathless, her thighs trembling, and Nell said nothing, her jaw set, eyes on the road. But her smile—that slow, knowing smile—lingered all the way home.

When they arrived back, the house was quiet, the distant sound of the bay barely brushing against the windows as Nell led Sarah inside and down the hall.

She opened the door to the guest suite at the end of the hall and gestured inside. The room was elegant but understated, coastal without being cliché, decorated with layers of cream and navy against dark walnut. A balcony overlooked the dunes and the water beyond.

“I trust you have everything you need,” Nell said. “If not, please let me know.”

Sarah turned and met her gaze. “I will. I have a voice; I should use it, right?”

Nell grinned as she stood in the doorway a little longer than necessary, savoring the way Sarah filled the space, how easily she belonged in it. She nodded, then stepped back into the hall. “Good night, Sarah.”

“Good night, Nell,” Sarah echoed, before clicking the door shut between them.

Nell’s body tingled with her restraint as she made her way to her own room. She moved through her bedtime routine with mechanical efficiency. When she finally slipped under the covers, she knew sleep was still far away as she stared up at the ceiling, letting herself replay the night in vivid detail: the way Sarah had leaned into her touch at the heliport. How Sarah had so willingly handed control over to her tonight. How the two of them had moved through the party, Sarah by her side—magnetic and undeniably hers.

Nell exhaled, moving her hand down the slope of her abdomen, her fingertips skimming the elastic waistband of her pajamas. Her eyes shut as the memories of the evening came into focus, and she thought about the way Sarah’s eyes had been full of fire and submission. The slight tilt of her chin when she held her ground. The subtle way she yielded to her whispered commands.

Her hand slipped beneath the elastic, her body already buzzing with need. A groan left her lips as damp arousal coated her fingers, the result of her desire for Sarah after a night of watching her succeed. She moved two fingers in meticulous, unrushed circles around her clit, matching the same pace she had kept all night. Every pass of her fingers, every breath she drew, was timed to the reel playing behind closed eyelids: Sarah’s voice, Sarah’s smirk, Sarah’s mind. Sarah’s hands spreading obediently on the table that night at the Foxhall.

A pleased sound escaped her throat as the tension wound tighter inside her. This was what real power felt like. It wasn’t taken or forced. No, Nell knew that real power was built on trust. Tonight, Sarah had trusted her to lead.

Nell’s hips lifted into her own touch, a shudder breaking through the command she so carefully curated. Pressing her palm against her clit, she dipped one finger, then another inside herself, chasing the high Sarah had left simmering under her skin.

“Fuck,” she whispered hoarsely, as the wave she’d been riding in silence broke.

She lay there for a long moment afterward, one hand still splayed over her stomach, grounding herself, as her breathing returned to normal and a smile spread across her face. She was right. Sarah was going to ruin her. And Nell intended to enjoy every second of it.
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SEVEN
SARAH
RULE #3: ALWAYS DRINK THE GOOD WINE.


Sarah stirred, stretching languidly across crisp linen sheets. She sighed softly as she rolled onto her back. For a moment, she forgot where she was. Right. The Hamptons. Nell.

She blinked against the morning light, unsure what time it was. Half expecting, or maybe half hoping, that Nell would be waiting for her with an itinerary for the day. Her stomach growled, breaking the silence with an embarrassingly loud rumble.

“Fine,” Sarah muttered to herself, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. She pulled on a shirt and shorts, not bothering with much else, and headed downstairs.

When she entered the kitchen, she was surprised to find a woman already there behind the massive marble island. She was wearing a faded NYU sweatshirt and denim shorts, her hair twisted into a messy bun that bounced as she bobbed along to music Sarah couldn’t hear. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-one, twenty-two at most.

Sarah stood awkwardly in the doorway as the girl looked up, blinked in surprise, tugging one earbud out. “Oh! Shit, sorry!” the girl said brightly, wiping her hands on a towel tucked into her waistband. “You must be Sarah—the one with the shellfish allergy.” She grabbed a note card from her apron and flashed it in front of her. There, scrawled in thin, elegant handwriting, was her name, along with the words SHELLFISH ALLERGY in all caps.

“I’m Emory,” the girl said, holding her hand out.

Sarah accepted the handshake. Emory was not what she’d pictured for Nell’s staff. “You’re . . . the chef?” she asked, trying to keep the skepticism out of her voice but not entirely succeeding.

Emory laughed. “Yeah. Kinda. I mean, technically, I’m a culinary student at NYU. I just work for Ms. Stanhope when she’s in town. Sometimes out here, sometimes at her place in the city, depending on where she’s at.”

Sarah blinked. Nell Stanhope, who could probably have hired some Michelin-starred, award-winning, Food Network-famous chef, had instead hired . . . a college kid?

Sensing her confusion, Emory beamed. “She mentors a bunch of us—mostly women and non-binary students. Sometimes it’s internships at her companies, or opportunities like this. Honestly, this gig is insane. I only have to come out here a few weekends a summer, and what she pays me basically covers my tuition. Plus, she’s been helping me with my business plan.”

Sarah tilted her head, trying to process that. She couldn’t quite picture Nell walking around NYU campuses picking protégés.

“You’re not what I expected,” Sarah said, before she could stop herself.

Emory shrugged and began slicing an avocado. “Ms. Stanhope likes investing early. That’s what she says, anyway. Catch people before everyone else realizes how good they are. So, I take that as a compliment, right? Because that must mean she sees something in me.”

Sarah’s lips quivered into a small smile. Yeah, she thought. That sounds exactly like Nell.

“You hungry?” Emory asked, already reaching for another plate.

Sarah’s stomach answered for her. “Starving.”

“Sit. I’ll fix you something.”

Sarah pulled out one of the stools and settled onto it as she watched the younger woman move confidently around the kitchen, the space clearly familiar to her.

Sarah glanced toward the big windows framing the sprawling back deck and shimmering pool. There was no sign of Nell yet, which made her a little uneasy. She hated not knowing the rules. She wished she had asked Nell last night what the expectations for today were, but she had been a little distracted following their ride home from the party.

Emory slid a plate in front of her with a piece of thick sourdough toast heaped with avocado, tomato, and a crumbled cheese that smelled heavenly.

Sarah muttered her thanks and took a bite, savoring the creamy, tangy combo, closing her eyes in appreciation.

“She’s not really a morning person, you know,” Emory said, as she leaned back against the counter, sipping from a coffee mug.

Sarah opened one eye, curious. “Nell, you mean?”

“Yeah.” Emory grinned. “Especially on weekends. She says it’s the one part of her week she can pretend time doesn’t exist.”

Sarah chewed thoughtfully. The image of Nell, so polished and relentlessly composed, lounging in bed until noon on a Sunday, felt oddly intimate and human. “I wouldn’t have guessed that,” she said, setting down her fork.

“She’s totally not what most people expect.” Emory smirked.

Leaning forward, Sarah wiped her hands on a napkin. “What else should I know about her, then?”

Emory tilted her head, considering. “Well . . . she hates black coffee, but she’ll always ask for it and then pretend I don’t see her adding a ton of milk and sugar. She likes it really sweet.”

Sarah laughed as she pictured it. “Seriously?”

Emory nodded, delighted. “Seriously. Oh, and she’s terrible with plants. Did you see all those succulents in the living room?”

Sarah thought of the immaculate little pots on the low glass tables. “Yeah?”

“She kills them. Every single one. Those are the third round this season. I keep replacing them for her.”

Sarah smiled, surprised at how easy the image was to summon—Nell frowning in frustration over a withered cactus. “The audacity of those plants to die under her care.”

“She tries. She really tries.” Emory giggled, and Sarah laughed along, the tension she’d been carrying easing with every revelation.

“She’s . . .” Sarah searched for the right word. More gentle than she expected? More reachable? “Different from what I thought.”

Nell had a reputation that preceded her, but behind the powerful presentation, that reputation didn’t match up with the small glimpses of the woman that Sarah had observed since her arrival.

Emory nodded knowingly. “Most people only ever meet her work self. Out here, she’s just Nell.”

Sarah toyed with her fork as a strange warmth unfurled in her chest. The more Emory spoke about Nell, the more intrigued she became, not just by the contradictions but by the woman behind them. She needed to know more.

“What about music?” Sarah asked.

Emory laughed outright. “You mean besides the classical playlists she pretends she listens to? She loves old-school R & B. Like, really loves it. You get a couple of glasses of wine in her, and she’s queuing up everything from Aretha Franklin to Aaliyah.”

Sarah’s mouth parted in genuine astonishment. “That’s . . .” Unexpectedly endearing?

Before she could say anything else, she caught a shift of movement in the corner of her eye.

Sarah turned. There, leaning against the doorway, arms crossed, with a faint, amused smile playing on her lips, was Nell.

How long had she been standing there?

Her voice was the same velvety-smooth timbre as last night. “Learning all my secrets this early in the morning? Dangerous move,” Nell said, but the wink she tossed Sarah’s way let her know she wasn’t in trouble.

Emory paled slightly. Nell tsked, shaking her head with exaggerated disappointment. “Emory, what have I told you about gossiping with the guests?”

Emory grinned, unrepentant. “Not to do it before you’ve had your coffee?”

“That’s right,” Nell said, her voice warm, in mock scolding. She pushed off the doorway and sauntered in, looking maddeningly relaxed in a linen shirt and loose shorts, her dark hair a little messy like she’d just rolled out of bed, which, given the conversation, she probably had.

Nell’s eyes flicked to her, lingering in an unreadable way. “Come on,” she said, tilting her chin toward the sliding glass doors. “Bring your food. I hate eating inside when it’s this nice out. Emory, please bring my coffee out with breakfast, black like always.”

Sarah grabbed her plate to follow, but only after she caught Emory’s eye and the See? I told you so! look Emory shot at her.

The lightness of the house gave way to morning haze and salted air, and the bay glittering beyond a stone retaining wall.

Nell dropped into one of the wide, cushioned lounge chairs and patted the one beside her. “Sit. Relax.”

Sarah obeyed, carefully balancing her plate on her knees. She felt Nell’s attention like a tangible thing, buzzing beneath her skin, a slow heat spreading through her from their proximity. She stole a glance at Nell, taking in the long line of her legs, the effortless way she lounged there like a queen holding court.

Sarah shifted in her seat, discreetly squeezing her thighs together in an attempt to control the warmth spreading through her, but it was no use. The ache was immediate.

Nell picked up a magazine from the little side table and flipped it open lazily, not noticing—or pretending not to notice—Sarah’s restless fidgeting, and soon, Emory appeared with a second plate, setting it down on the table next to Nell with a mock salute.

“Breakfast is served.”

“Thanks, Emory.” Nell smiled up at her.

“No problemo. I’m going to clean up and head to the store to pick up a few things. Any requests?”

“Those gummy-cluster things you always get, please.”

Sarah blinked. That was the absolute last thing she expected Nell to say.

“You got it, boss.” Emory saluted and retreated, leaving the two of them alone again, the morning settling into a golden hum around them.

“You like Nerds gummy clusters?” Sarah asked in disbelief.

“Only the Very Berry ones,” Nell said matter-of-factly, “but yes, they are one of my guilty pleasures.” Much like with Nell’s rules, Sarah couldn’t help but wonder what some of her other guilty pleasures included.

She forced herself to take another bite of her food, though this time, she barely tasted it. Nell was close enough that Sarah caught the faint scent of her—something expensive and clean, like linen, and underneath that, a hint of something warm and distinctly her.

She glanced at Nell as she idly flipped another magazine page without looking up. “You have questions.”

Sarah wasn’t sure if Nell meant questions about breakfast . . . or everything else. “I might,” she said, setting her fork down carefully.

Nell’s mouth curved. “It’s okay to have questions, Sarah.”

Sarah swallowed hard at the way Nell said her name. It was melodic. For a moment, neither of them spoke. The crash of the waves filled the silence. Sarah’s pulse drummed in her ears. Last night had been hot. She didn’t have a more eloquent word for it, because every time she thought about the way Nell had taken her hand and placed it on her body exactly where she had wanted it, it short-circuited Sarah’s mind.

She would be lying if she said she hadn’t walked into this weekend with a healthy amount of skepticism surrounding this little arrangement. She wasn’t sure if she’d enjoy playing by Nell’s rules. But then she remembered how it had felt at the Foxhall Club to take an order from Nell—not having to think or decide; her only job to trust that Nell was in control—which excited her more than she had expected.

Then to see the look in Nell’s eye every time Sarah had followed her directions? Yeah, that look was forever burned into her brain. Nell knew exactly what she wanted from her and what move she would make next.

Clearing her throat, Sarah poked at her avocado toast. “Can I ask you something?”

Nell didn’t look up from her magazine, but that didn’t stop the amused smirk that formed. “I don’t know; can you?” She flipped the magazine closed and tossed it on the table beside her. “You may ask. Whether I answer is another matter.”

Sarah huffed, emboldened by the banter. “Last night . . .” She hesitated, heat rising in her cheeks. “Was that normal?”

“Define normal.”

She assessed Nell, trying to figure out her strategy, to gain an advantage, but she was too good at this game. Sarah would have to lean on the element of surprise. “Do you usually leave your guests wrecked like that?”

Nell’s laugh was lazy. “Only the ones I like.”

Sarah’s stomach flipped, the simple admission knocking the air from her lungs. She shoved another bite of toast into her mouth.

Nell let her squirm for a moment before adding, her tone almost conversational, “You didn’t ask me to stop.” She tilted her head, her eyes pale and glinting in the sun. “You liked it.”

Sarah crossed her legs again, muttering, “I’m not complaining.”

“No.” Nell’s voice dripped with amusement. “You’re processing. That’s perfectly fine.”

Sarah glanced away, suddenly needing a safer topic. She set her plate aside and wrapped her arms around her knees. “How did you get into mentoring? And, NYU? I would have guessed you to be an Ivy League girl. Dartmouth or Harvard.”

Leaning back in her chair, looking out over the water, Nell seemed to accept the shift without comment. “You’re not wrong,” she said finally, her voice quieter but still sure. “I dropped out of Yale after my first year. After my twin brother Charlie outed me to my parents and they cut me off.”

She said it so simply, so calmly, like it was nothing.

“Oh. I—I didn’t mean to bring⁠—”

Nell raised a quiet hand, and she stopped speaking.

“Large sums of money make people do terrible things, my brother included. He gains a lot more of the Stanhope fortune when he only has to split it three ways rather than four. My sexuality made me an easy target. My parents disapproved of my ‘lifestyle’ and how it could negatively impact the family reputation.” She shrugged one shoulder dismissively, though Sarah sensed the lingering wound underneath. “So they cut me off. I transferred to NYU and worked three jobs while finishing my degree, and worked my ass off for all of this . . .” Nell gestured loosely around them to the sprawling deck, the endless water views. “I’m lucky to have been able to do it all in the way I prefer—on my terms.”

Sarah was about to respond when Nell leaned closer, her voice dropping. “But that’s not really what you want to discuss, right?”

Sarah blinked. “What do you mean?”

Her eyes danced as they sparkled in the late morning sun. “You’re still wound up from last night.”

She opened her mouth to deny it, but Nell gave her a look that pinned her right where she sat.

“It’s written all over you,” Nell purred. “You’re so easy to read.” Sarah swallowed hard, her throat dry. “Tell me.” Nell’s command was kind but insistent.

Sarah nodded once—a small, helpless gesture that caused Nell to make a pleased, almost indulgent sound low in her throat.

“Good.” Nell leaned back again, giving her space. “I’ve cleared my whole day for you. That can mean a lot of different things,” she said, the promise underneath her wolfish smile unmistakable.
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The sailboat surprised her. Okay, maybe it didn’t. A wealthy woman from New England into sailing? That wasn’t anything new. But instead of the shiny, multi-million-dollar boat one might expect a billionaire to own, Nell’s boat was small, only comfortably big enough for two, with crisp white sails. Faded navy paint and the word Breadwinner in peeling gold letters adorned the side.

It was unassuming, almost charming in its simplicity. Sarah had expected business-mogul, power-player Nell. She hadn’t expected this Nell: the one who laughed into the wind, hair wild around her sunglasses, tan lines barely visible against the straps of her bikini as she guided the small boat like it were an extension of her body.

Sarah had never felt so far away from the world as she did on the water, the wind whipping around them as they spent hours circling the bay in unhurried, deliberate arcs, sometimes talking, sometimes not.

Being around Nell was easier than she had expected it to be. Her humor was sharp and dry, just like her own. Sarah had expected to have to be on this whole weekend, but that didn’t seem to be what Nell wanted from her. Instead, they enjoyed each other’s company like old friends catching up, even though they were still basically strangers.

Once they were back on dry land, both still damp from a quick swim, the sunlight warming their bare shoulders, Emory served them lunch poolside. Nell lounged in her chair, with her legs stretched out and a financial report balanced on one thigh, sunglasses hiding her expression as she highlighted something in the margins. Sarah was looking at her phone, pretending to work yet getting nothing accomplished. How could she when Nell was sitting three feet away from her, looking like a goddess in the sun? Sarah excused herself to step away for a quick call with Lily, and that’s when she saw it.

Beth 2:46 PM


Coffee tomorrow at 9? A walk after? It’s been so long since we’ve done something just the two of us. I want to catch up and hear about your mysterious trip to DC the other week.




Sarah knew it was nothing more than a casual invitation. She and Beth were friends. They had always been friends, even after all the complications of their marriage. Except, if it was casual, why did she suddenly feel sick?

She hadn’t told Beth she was traveling for the weekend. Beth didn’t need to know the details of her life in that way anymore. She’s with someone else, Sarah reminded herself. You owe her nothing. And definitely not an explanation of whatever this weekend, this arrangement, this thing with Nell was. It had been easier not to say anything at all.

She stared at the message, ready to type out a response, but something stopped her. Instead of responding, she locked her phone without replying. What she was doing here had nothing to do with Beth. She was here for herself and herself only.

You’re not doing anything wrong, Sarah reminded herself. She knew that. But still, something about being here, in Nell’s world, felt like she was breaking a rule that had controlled her life for so many years. But it needed to be broken. She didn’t need to answer Beth right now. That box—like so many before it—could stay closed. Just for today.

When Sarah returned, Nell hadn’t moved from her seat. She sat on the lounge chair opposite Nell and leaned back, tilting her face toward the sun. “What’s next on our agenda?” Sarah asked, holding her breath, waiting for Nell’s answer.

Nell looked at her over the rim of her designer sunglasses. Sarah felt the heat radiating between them—the way Nell’s gaze wrapped around her like a velvet rope, pulling tighter with every breath.

“What do you want to do next?”

A question. Sarah was usually the one with the questions.

“I don’t know.” Her voice was small and unsure, making Nell sit up straighter, and she couldn’t help how her eyes traced down her torso, over every swell and curve.

“You do know,” Nell said. “You’re just afraid to say it.”

Sarah bit her lip and looked out at the water. The tide had gone out, revealing high, marshy grasses that swayed gently in the breeze, a calm that didn’t extend to the frantic pounding in her chest.

Sarah knew she could say no. Nell was always clear about that. She could pretend she didn’t still feel worked up from how Nell had left her last night—trembling, desperate, and aching for a release that never came.

Or she could be honest and use her voice.

“I want . . .” she started, her pulse fluttering wildly, the words thick and sticky in her throat like the humidity that pressed in around them.

Nell said nothing, only watched her, patient and composed, waiting, like she had all the time in the world.

“I want you to finish what you started last night.” Sarah exhaled shakily, almost relieved to have those words out in the open, even though they made her feel naked and bare and raw in a way sex never had.

To ache like this. To want to know what it would be like just to let go of the authority she gripped so tightly to—that was exhilarating. Hearing herself admit it, to say it out loud? That surprised even her.

Nell’s pleased smile unfurled as she leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees, steely gaze never leaving Sarah’s face.

“Good girl.”

Fuck. Was Nell serious right now? That low tone of her voice sent Sarah’s stomach flipping, heat dancing across her skin. She held Nell’s gaze, steady now, sure of her decision. She had come here wanting to see what Nell’s arrangement was about. No way in hell was she about to back down now. She had always loved a challenge.

Nell rose to her feet, her movements smooth and unhurried as she removed her sunglasses, pulling on her crisp linen button-down over her bikini. The edge of her shirt just skimmed her hips, leaving those long, gorgeous legs completely bare. Her gaze stayed on Sarah the entire time, and Sarah finally understood what it meant to be eye-fucked by someone.

Nell stretched out a hand. Sarah took it without a second thought, the touch lighting a fire under her skin that rapidly spread through her.

“Come with me,” Nell said, her grip tightening, pulling Sarah to her feet.

Sarah followed, her hand anchored in Nell’s, as they moved through the house in silence. Up the grand staircase. Down a hallway lined with abstract paintings she barely registered. Sarah saw none of it, heard nothing except the whooshing of her own pulse in her ears.

Nell stopped at a door near the end of the hall, opened it, and walked through. Sarah hesitated in the doorway, nerves suddenly spreading through her.

This was real. This was happening.

Nell turned, still holding her hand, and at that moment, something shifted in her expression as intensity faded to gentleness. “You can still change your mind.”

The words struck Sarah like a warm breeze. Choice. It was still hers to take or leave. But the moment Nell’s fingertips skimmed the inside of her wrist again—feather-light—Sarah knew she wasn’t going anywhere.

“I don’t want to,” she said, surprised by how strong her voice sounded.

A wicked smile curved across Nell’s mouth. Without another word, she tugged Sarah forward, pulling her into the room, shutting the door behind them with a final click.

Sarah watched as Nell stepped back, raking her gaze over her, leisurely and unhurried, and fuck, fuck, fuck—the way she was looking at her nearly did Sarah’s head in. Like Nell was memorizing every inch of her. Like she wanted to consume her.

“You’ve been good,” Nell said, almost to herself, her voice sliding over Sarah like silk. “You waited, and you asked. Now you get your reward.” Her smile was pleasing in a way Sarah hadn’t yet experienced.

Sarah shivered, suddenly aware that she was standing in Nell’s bedroom in a bikini as Nell silently closed the distance between them. Nell’s touch was gentle on her cheek as she brushed a strand of hair back behind Sarah’s ear, the tips of her fingers lingering against her jaw. The simple touch felt impossibly intimate, and she leaned into it before she could overthink.

“Tell me how you feel,” Nell murmured, intense eyes trained on her.

How did she feel? A million sensations rushed through her in a way that felt all-consuming. It was pulling her in too many different directions, and she didn’t know which way to go. She didn’t want to have to decide. She swallowed hard, mouth dry, body buzzing.

“I feel . . .” she whispered, searching for words. “. . . like I’m coming apart.”

A low, approving sound escaped Nell as her lips brushed the shell of Sarah’s ear, so light, so soft, so hard to catch.

Nell pulled her forward, kissing her deeply, with the kind of shattering patience that made Sarah’s knees threaten to buckle as Nell claimed her. She melted into it, surrendering to the ache she had experienced since stepping off that helicopter the day before. She could finally give in. Finally be consumed by it all. And she let herself. Every thought and feeling disappeared as she let herself get lost in the kiss.

Nell’s mouth moved against hers as she tilted Sarah’s chin, deepening the kiss until Sarah whimpered into it. She clutched at the front of Nell’s shirt, needing something to hold on to as the ground shifted beneath her feet.

When Nell finally pulled back, Sarah’s lips tingled, her skin burning. Her back was pushed up against the wall just inside the door. When did that happen?

Nell’s fingers trailed down her arms until she caught Sarah’s wrists in her hands and lifted them above her head, pinning them there gently. Her body was close but not quite touching her in the way she wanted.

“You like it when I hold you like this,” Nell purred.

Sarah squeezed her eyes shut, feeling the truth in every inch of her body. Of course she liked it. Who wouldn’t love being at the command of such a powerful person? She nodded a little too frantically. Nell chuckled at her, a dark, satisfied sound. “It wasn’t a question.”

Sarah opened her eyes, desperate to see her, to drink in the look on Nell’s face. What she found was a look of pure possession tempered by infinite patience. Like Sarah was something precious she intended to savor, not devour all at once. The unexpected tenderness of it undid her more than any roughness could have.

Nell leaned in again, pressing the barest kiss to Sarah’s throat, her collarbone, and lower still. Sarah’s body arched instinctively, chasing the feeling.

A part of her flared with panic. She wasn’t used to needing someone like this, wasn’t used to feeling undone simply by anticipation. Nell must have sensed it, because she slowed.

“You’re okay,” Nell murmured against her skin. “You’re exactly where you’re supposed to be.”

The words anchored her. Something inside Sarah gave way, uncoiling as she surrendered again. She nodded, trembling, her whole body alert with need. “Please,” she whispered, before she could think better of it.

“Begging already?” Nell said, drawing back just enough to meet her eyes.

Her chest rose and fell with shallow breaths as Nell stepped back to study her, desire and intention reflected in her gaze.

The purpose. Sarah had never been the center of attention like this—not with Beth or anyone.

Nell gently pulled her away from the wall, circling her, the brush of her fingertips trailing over Sarah’s bare shoulders. Her fingers continued to her back, as if mapping her body to memory. Sarah shivered under the touch, every inch of her skin hyperaware, desperate for more.

“Beautiful,” Nell murmured behind her, almost to herself. Her hand flattened between Sarah’s shoulder blades, firm and commanding, urging her forward.

Sarah stumbled a step, her heart hammering, then another, until her knees tapped the bed. Nell was right there again, her hands bracketing her hips, steadying her.

“You’re doing so, so well,” she purred in her ear, the heat of her breath carrying that same note of approval Sarah found herself craving more and more.

Before Sarah could respond, Nell pressed her gently but insistently down onto the bed, guiding her to kneel on the mattress, then place her hands flat against the soft linen sheets. The sudden shift in position made her cheeks burn with heat at the submissiveness of how Nell wanted her, but her anticipation drowned out any embarrassment.

Behind her, she heard the faint rustle of fabric. “You’ve been patient,” Nell said, her voice low and lilting, “but patience only gets you so far, doesn’t it?”

Sarah nodded as she gripped the sheets tighter, waiting.

A stinging sensation spread through her as Nell’s hand came down on the curve of her ass in a playful smack—not hard enough to hurt, but enough to make Sarah yelp, heat flooding her all over again. The sound was foreign to her ears as it broke free before she could stop it, raw and needy.

“I thought so,” Nell mused, bending low over her body, breath a tease against her back.

Nell’s delicate fingertips trailed along her back at an excruciatingly slow pace, her mouth following, peppering the line of her spine with kisses—some gentle, almost reverent; others sharp little bites that made Sarah arch and shudder and whimper.

It was maddening, worshipful, and everything at once, gradually unraveling her thread by thread.

Every time she thought she knew what was coming next, Nell would pull back and leave her aching, squirming, desperate for more. She whimpered again, rocking back instinctively, trying to chase Nell’s touch, which only seemed to amuse her.

“Please,” she begged hoarsely, chasing Nell’s hands.

“I’m not finished playing with you yet,” Nell murmured, pressing a firm hand to her lower back, pinning her there.

Sarah could barely breathe, the tease of it exquisite. Tears pricked behind her closed eyes from the sheer, unbearable edge as Nell dragged her pleasure out, building her up, layering sensation upon sensation until Sarah felt like one single spark would ignite her, setting the whole room ablaze.

“Tell me,” Nell commanded, “what do you need?”

Sarah’s mouth opened, but no sound came out, only a trembling exhale that seemed to empty her. She tried to gather her thoughts, but Nell’s hands—those annoyingly perfect hands—were on her, ghosting up and down her sides, tracing the bend of her waist. She felt a tug as Nell pulled at the tie of her bikini top, removing it and tossing it aside.

“I . . .” Sarah tried again, her voice breaking as Nell tugged on the ties on either side of her hip, discarding the garment. “I need you.”

She was naked, on all fours, in Nell fucking Stanhope’s bed, begging for her touch. A rush of vulnerability and craving so intense it was almost painful flooded her at the same time Nell made the most gratifyingly pleased sound.

“Tell me more,” Nell coaxed, her hand sliding up to between Sarah’s shoulder blades. “Tell me exactly what you want.”

Sarah squeezed her eyes shut, her body aching, burning, trembling. She wasn’t used to asking for anything. She was the giver, usually, the one who commanded. But that wasn’t her role here. Here, she needed to learn how to let go.

“I want—” She heard the way her voice stuttered and cracked with her own need as she gripped the sheets, bracing herself. “I want you inside of me. To feel—I can’t wait anymore.”

Her desperation instantly made her want to crawl out of her skin. She let out an unrestrained, unmistakable whine. She wasn’t used to needing out loud like this.

Nell heard it, too; of course she did. A laugh spread through her, like Sarah had handed her the reins with a single breath. Nell shifted, as a hand traced the curve of her hip, her thigh, before finally, finally slipping between her legs, cupping her, feeling just how wet she was for Nell.

Nell let out a faint, reverent curse under her breath.

“Fuck, Sarah. So ready for me,” she muttered. “But you’re still holding back, aren’t you?”

Sarah bit her lip, her hips twitching against the teasing pressure of Nell’s fingers sliding through her folds, spreading her wetness and teasing at her clit with each deliberate pass.

Focus, she told herself, as the feeling of Nell’s touch threatened to detach her from reality. She hadn’t realized how tightly she’d been clinging to control until Nell’s hand was right there, undoing her piece by piece.

“Not anymore,” Sarah said, her words turning into a moan as Nell sped up the circles she was tracing.

“That’s right. Give me everything,” Nell said, pressing her fingertips into Sarah’s back, urging her into a forward fold.

Her body trembled under the work of Nell’s hands as Nell slid two fingers inside of her, breaking her open in the best possible way as Nell worshipped her through touch and praise. “Look at you, so perfect for me. Wanting me so badly.”

“N—Oh, fu—Nell,” Sarah moaned, trying to maintain her grasp on reality, but it was getting harder with each thrust and twist of Nell’s hand. “Yes, yes, please . . .” She groaned, unable to hold herself back.

“Such a desperate little thing, aren’t you?” Nell cooed as her fingers hit just the right spot.

“Fuck, please. I don’t . . . I need . . .” She could barely keep herself upright, her muscles trembling with the force of everything crashing through her. Desire, surrender, that unbearable, beautiful ache of being seen and wanted exactly as she was.

Nell’s touch was relentless, devastating, and skilled in a way that felt both practiced and deeply personal. Every stroke, every coaxing pressure, was designed not just to push Sarah over the edge but to make her feel everything—to make her remember this moment.

Sarah buried her face against the sheets, muffling a cry as her hips rocked helplessly into Nell’s hand. She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t do anything but cling to the sensation of being undone so perfectly.

“You’re so close. I can feel it,” Nell murmured, her voice—the sound of pure, molten desire—pulling Sarah’s final thread as Nell’s fingers repeatedly pushed into her, meeting her hips thrust for thrust. “Let go. I’ve got you.”

Those words hit Sarah harder than any touch could have. She wanted to—needed to—but something in her still clung stubbornly to control, to the pieces of herself that were always so tightly wound, and for a moment, fear of what would happen when those pieces finally broke raged through her.

Nell tugged gently at her hair, twisting her ponytail in her grip, tilting her head back, up out of the sheets, and for the first time since they entered the room, Sarah noticed a full-length mirror directly opposite her. Holy fuck.

The reflection before her—Nell standing at the edge of the bed behind her, fingers deep in her—Sarah had never seen herself look more fucked, literally.

“Look at me,” Nell said firmly, looking at her in the mirror. “I want to watch you when you fall.”

Sarah’s heart cracked wide open at that, a cry tearing its way through her body from the very depths of her up her throat, and fall she did.

Her orgasm hit her, fast and intense and overwhelming. Her body locked up before shuddering under the force of it, pleasure and surrender filling her.

She sobbed, gasping for air, as Nell kept her tethered to reality with gentle, murmured encouragements. Nell’s hands never left her body, guiding her through her pleasure with infinite care while phrases like “Good girl” and “You’re so fucking beautiful when you come” kept her grounded.

When the feeling finally died down—when she slumped boneless onto the bed, shaking and dazed—Nell eased her down gently, stretching out beside her.

Sarah suddenly realized her face was damp with tears, and the heat of embarrassment threatened to break through her bliss. Crying? Really? Now, of all times? She quickly wiped her eyes, trying to hide the evidence, but Nell caught her wrist, stopping her. Instead, she wiped away the last of her tears with the pad of her thumb.

“That’s it,” Nell whispered, brushing a hand through her hair, soothing her. “You were perfect.”
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That night, the fire crackled and popped, sending little embers spiraling up into the sky. Sarah cradled a heavy glass of deep-red wine in her hand—the good wine, as Nell had called it—and watched the flames dance, the scent of brackish air and smoke wrapping around her like a heavy blanket.

The bay was just beyond the low stone wall, invisible now except for the rhythmic shush of the tide rolling in and out. Emory had left an hour ago, after dropping off a huge tray heaped with marshmallows, graham crackers, and bars of glossy chocolate, giving them a teasing little salute before disappearing into the night. Now it was just the two of them, stretched out in low chairs around the fire pit, a half-finished bottle of wine on the small table between them.

She sipped her drink and tried to lose herself in the moment, but her mind kept drifting, dragging her away, pulling at something deep inside her chest that no amount of pleasure or distraction could quiet.

Beth.

Her name moved through Sarah’s head like a breath—so effortless, but entirely unwanted and utterly inevitable. She hated it.

Sarah shifted in her chair, tucking one bare foot up under her thigh, her other hand worrying the stem of her wineglass. Guilt, longing, and shame all knotted in a tangle she couldn’t unpick.

She felt Nell’s eyes on her from where she sat across the fire. She wasn’t staring, but she was definitely observing.

“Where are you right now?” Nell said finally. “Because I can tell you’re not here with me.”

Sarah blinked at her, caught, her fingers tightening reflexively around her glass. “I’m sorry,” she said thinly.

Nell shrugged one shoulder, unconcerned. “I don’t need your apology. I want the truth.”

Sarah hesitated. The firelight flickered across Nell’s face, catching the strong lines of her cheekbones, the knowing tilt of her mouth. She wasn’t pushing or prying. She was waiting for Sarah to open up.

She swallowed hard, deciding to sidestep Nell’s request. “You didn’t let me touch you earlier. Did I do something wrong?”

Back in the bedroom—once she had come down from her own high—Sarah had let her hand wander to the hem of Nell’s shirt, fully ready to reciprocate, only to be stopped with a simple “No.”

Disappointment at her aversion graced Nell’s gaze, but she still answered.

“I didn’t want you to. I wanted you; I got you. There’s nothing more to it. Now, are you done avoiding my question?”

Busted.

“It’s Beth,” Sarah said, her voice barely louder than the crackling fire. “My ex-wife.”

Nell said nothing, just nodded once. Sarah stared into the flames, surprised at how fast her words came, ready to tumble out, clumsy and raw. “I’m still in love with her. I’ve never stopped loving her.” The confession felt like ripping a bandage off.

Nell leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs lazily, swirling her wine in its glass, still not speaking.

Sarah pressed her hand to her forehead, trying to steady herself. “And it’s complicated,” she continued, the words coming faster, “because she’s with someone else now, and she’s happy. God, she’s so happy.”

A wild laugh left her—one that wasn’t hers. It was absurd. All of this was absurd. Her feelings for Beth, this thing with Nell, all of it.

“And I should want that for her. I do want that for her. Mostly. But—” She broke off, shame flaring hot in her chest. “But there’s this awful little part of me that wonders . . .” Sarah’s voice cracked. “What if it doesn’t last? What if something happens? Jamie had cancer years ago, and she’s okay now, but”—God, this was so fucked—“but sometimes, late at night, I think . . . maybe something will happen. And maybe Beth will be alone again. And maybe I’ll get another chance.”

She couldn’t look at Nell now, couldn’t bear to see disgust or disappointment in her eyes. But when Nell spoke, her voice was calm, free of the judgment she expected to hear. “That’s not awful, Sarah,” she said simply. “It’s incredibly human.”

Sarah let out a shaky breath, her whole body sagging with the weight of the admission. “I’ve never said any of that out loud before.”

Finally, Sarah was courageous enough to look up and Nell smiled faintly, tilting her wineglass toward her in a silent toast. “Well,” Nell said dryly, “it’s a good thing you’re drinking the good wine for it. Rule number three: Always drink the good wine. And especially for conversations like this.”

Sarah laughed, a real laugh this time, wiping at her eyes.

They sat for a moment in comfortable silence, the fire crackling between them, then Nell leaned forward slightly, setting her glass down on the table beside her.

“You’re clear about what this is between us?” she asked evenly. “You’re not here because you’re trying to replace Beth, correct? Forgetting is fine; I can help you forget. But I’m not a replacement. I don’t do those kinds of relationships.”

Sarah looked at her—really looked—and found nothing in Nell’s face but certainty.

“I’m clear,” she said, matching her certainty. “That’s why this works. I like being here. With you.” She took a sip from her wineglass, feeling the peppery burn in her throat. “I’m not looking for romance. I’m looking for a connection. For someone to see me, even if it’s just for a little while.”

“I see you, Sarah,” Nell said quietly. “I see you very clearly.”

Sarah’s throat tightened as Nell stood, stretching with a luxurious groan that made that fire low in Sarah’s stomach ignite and twist with residual want.

“Come on,” Nell said, and gestured toward the tray Emory had left behind. “Let’s set something on fire. It’s good for the soul.”

Sarah got up and joined Nell, her heart a little lighter, her body still deliciously sore, and her mind finally quiet.
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EIGHT
NELL
RULE #4: ANTICIPATE EVERYTHING; REACT TO NOTHING.


The applause faded as Nell stepped offstage in the large conference hall. She had just given a forty-five-minute talk on the importance of funding research to further the advancement of women’s sports, and for the life of her, she couldn’t remember a single word of it. She had been entirely on autopilot.

She offered practiced smiles to the modest swarm gathering around her, made up of investors, policy strategists, startup founders, and the usual starry-eyed MBA types eager to tell her how much her “leadership presence” meant to them.

She was, as always, gracious, kind, and most importantly, brief, as she made her way into the lobby of the convention center in search of Rowan.

Nate joined her almost immediately, slipping quietly beside her like he’d always done since childhood before falling into step next to her. Her one constant in life.

“Great talk. You’ve always known how to hold a room, but man, you look exhausted.”

Nell didn’t justify Nate’s observation with a reaction. He wasn’t wrong; she was tired. It had been a long few days, a different city every night for two weeks straight. She was finally excited to be in one place for a little while.

“You try being me,” she shot back coolly.

“Not a chance. I’d rather go back to drugs than step into your heels for a day.” Nate grinned, his dark humor popping out.

He pushed open the door for her, letting her pass through first into the lobby. Seattle’s cool, filtered sunlight had slipped behind cloud cover sometime that afternoon, making the lobby feel dim and uninviting. She scanned the crowd with a measured level of detachment, searching for Rowan, eventually spotting her across the room.

“I’ll be waiting just over there,” Nate said, gesturing toward the exit.

Rowan sliced smoothly through the crowd to her. “Nell,” she said, once she was at her side. “You have ten minutes before the meet and greet, and after that, you’re done for the day. I’ve officially canceled your dinner tonight.”

Nell raised an eyebrow.

“You’re welcome,” Rowan added, with a smirk. “I also took it upon myself to book you a full spa day tomorrow: massage, facial, steam room, the works. And no, it’s not optional. You’ve been on the road for fourteen days, and you’re starting to vibrate at CEO frequency.”

“Vibrate?” she asked.

“You’ve answered three emails mid-conversation today and told someone from the commerce department that their ‘petty sense of urgency’ isn’t your problem. You need a robe and cucumbers on your eyes, stat,” Rowan said. “Plus, you’ll love this place. It’s on an old lavender farm across the bay. You’ll get to take the ferry and everything.”

She chose not to argue with Rowan for the simple fact that Rowan was right. Nell was running on fumes and needed to slow down. The thought of slipping into a warm room with scented oil and no talking felt divine, but so did the idea of texting Sarah.

That thought stopped her. It had been at the forefront of her mind since she’d touched down in Seattle that morning. She hadn’t seen Sarah in a few weeks, not since she had brought her along as her plus-one to the WNBA championship game three weeks ago.

She should have told Sarah she was in town, but when her flight landed, she hadn’t wanted to. Not out of disinterest—God, no, far from it—but because everything between them had been so intensely connected since that weekend in the Hamptons back in August. And since then, it had only deepened each time she saw her.

Sarah was giving and generous with her attention, even when Nell wasn’t commanding it, so much so that Nell felt like the center of the room whenever she was near her. She’d known Sarah was magnetic, having observed her long before she had ever approached, but witnessing it was something else entirely. Watching Sarah shine had become Nell’s latest obsession.

But even she had her limits. She was depleted, could feel it in her entire body. There had been too many rooms with too many handshakes. Too much performance. This spa day was starting to sound like a good idea after all.

“Thank you, Rowan. You always know what I need before I do.”

“That’s my job.” Rowan smiled as she pulled out her phone and began tapping away.

Yes. Rowan was right. She was long overdue for some time to herself to recharge. And then, once she had a little more energy, she would reach out to Sarah. Because being around Sarah had a way of making her carefully crafted, meticulously managed exterior feel optional. Something about Sarah’s curiosity—the way she looked at her as if she was worth understanding, not just admiring—invited Nell to be rather than perform, but even that required energy she didn’t currently have to give.

What she wanted right now was stillness. Time to recalibrate and sort through her thoughts.

She had anticipated feeling guilty about deciding not to reach out to Sarah. That was understandable. But what she didn’t expect was the way she truly missed her, and the fact that for the last couple of weeks, it was Sarah’s voice she wanted to hear, and Sarah whom she truly wanted to be around.

Don’t react, she reminded herself.

A familiar figure emerged through the press of people. Angela Dupree, her heels clicking across the concrete floor, eyes locked on Nell like she’d just found the juiciest piece of gossip at the charity gala. Rowan, taking a hint, ducked off and out of sight.

“Nell,” Angela drawled, a champagne flute dangling from manicured fingers. “Always a pleasure, sweetheart. You’ve been a hard one to catch recently.”

“Maybe you’ve been looking in the wrong places,” she replied smoothly, knowing exactly what Angela was trying to do. Fine, Nell thought. I’ll entertain Angela’s game.

Angela let out a long laugh. “You’ve always been a funny one. Ever since that day you showed up in my office demanding an internship.”

She tilted her head, appraising Nell with that same cutting focus that had the power to make entire state legislatures squirm, but had long lost its effect on her.

“You’ve been busy,” Angela said, taking a sip of her champagne. “And I hear you’ve been diversifying your investments, into health-tech, no less. That new investment of yours is causing quite the buzz these days.”

“It’s overdue,” Nell said, giving Angela one of her best placating smiles. “VYSE has already surpassed all the projected outcomes. The work they are doing is vital to the future of women’s sports. Did you know that female athletes tear their ACLs at a higher rate than men? Take a wild guess who all the research for ACL recovery was done on? And don’t even get me started on what we could do with training plans formulated around hormonal fluctuations.” She felt that rise of heat in her, passion lacing her words. “Research done explicitly on factors that impact female athletes is undervalued and underfunded. Just think of the advancements that could be made. It’s a smart bet.”

Angela’s eyes sparkled with amusement. “You never make bets, Nell. You stack the deck first. Just like I taught you.”

“I learned from the best,” Nell said.

An echo of the old admiration for Angela passed through Nell. Angela had given her a chance when no one else had. She had been the first person to look at a scowling, twenty-year-old version of her and see something worth putting weight behind when no one else would. She saw something worth believing in.

Angela softened, but only for a moment, leaning in slightly. “So, are we going to talk about Ms. Gallagher?”

Nell didn’t flinch, but she stilled just enough that she knew Angela would notice. Sarah’s name slid between them like a dropped match on dry brush.

“I enjoyed meeting her in the Hamptons at the end of the summer,” Angela went on, casual in tone, but she knew better. Nothing Angela said ever lacked purpose. “She’s bright. Curious. A little bit idealistic, but in the way that makes you want to believe in people again. I can see why you’re drawn to her. But I will say, knowing you, I was interested to see you two together again at the Women in the Arts Gala. And wouldn’t you know my surprise to see that photo of you two at the WNBA championship game.”

Nell gave a nod of polite acknowledgment as she formulated her response. None of this was Angela’s business, and they both knew that. But besides Nate, Angela was the only person in her life with whom she allowed such a free interrogation.

She sighed, not out of defeat, but because she hadn’t planned on the photo of her and Sarah. Someone had snapped a quick one of the two of them, mid-celebration, both donning the now-iconic “Invest in Women’s Sports” shirts for Empwr Ventures. “Sarah is very good at what she does. I enjoy the way her mind works.”

Angela snorted as she sipped her drink. “That’s a nonanswer if I’ve ever heard one.”

Nell’s lips curled at the edge. “You used to say brevity was a strength.”

“Only when it isn’t covering something up.”

Nell said nothing.

Angela let her sit in her silence, smiling incisively. “I’m surprised she’s not here today. You know I’ve never been one to pry”—not true; Angela always had been—“but I am curious, as someone who knows you pretty well. From where I’m standing, it looks like you’ve already bent a few of your rules for her . . . and I find that interesting, don’t you?”

She froze, Angela’s words landing on her. What does that even mean? A wave of defensiveness stirred within her, the need to justify, to explain. Angela was observant; there was no denying that. She had always had a way of seeing right through Nell. But she was seeing something that wasn’t there. Her rules and control were still, without a doubt, firmly in place when it came to Sarah.

“I really need to stop hanging around lawyers; you all have too many questions,” Nell said, slipping her hands into the pockets of her blazer, purposefully not answering Angela’s question.

Angela shrugged, with a look that managed to be both approving and challenging. “It’s part of the job.”

She was just about to say something else when Rowan reappeared. “The meet and greet is about to start. You’re needed over here.”

Perfect timing.

“Apologies, Angela. I need to go. I’ll have Rowan get some time for us to grab dinner soon.”

“Take care of yourself,” Angela said, squeezing her forearm gently before turning on her heel, leaving Nell with only her observation looping through her mind.
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The next day, she found herself cocooned in a fluffy white robe, skin still dewy from the sauna she had just exited. The biting urgency that usually fluttered in her chest was, for the first time in weeks, quiet. She was finally starting to feel something closer to human again.

The spa itself was beautiful. Nestled away on a sleepy lavender farm, just like Rowan had said.

It was serene, with polished stone floors, the scents of eucalyptus and lavender hanging in the air. Nell was thirty minutes into her facial and nearly asleep when Rowan’s spa concierge plan hit its peak: a hot stone massage that left her muscles feeling warm and slack. She made a mental note to give Rowan a raise. This had definitely been the right call today.

Nell settled into one of the oversized lounge chairs tucked into the far corner of the spa’s tranquil atrium, a glass-enclosed room with a sweeping view of the property. She sipped gingerly from her teacup, looking out at the rows of lavender beyond the rain-streaked glass. Nell had ended up going with lavender mint, a difficult choice given the extensive tea menu.

Gray, moody sky pressed against the windows as she listened to the pleasing sound of rain tapping lightly against the glass. Her next appointment, a mineral soak, wasn’t for another thirty minutes. Right now, nothing sounded better than sipping her tea, letting her mind go blissfully quiet. She was inhaling the heady aroma when movement on the far side of the atrium caught her attention.

Voices, younger and far too animated for the peaceful setting, rose above the tranquil hush.

“Lily, please, you have to watch the stream with me this week,” one of them said. “Mother Goth is amazing. She does, like, these full Sims builds on a livestream, and she wears this sparkly cat mask the whole time. It’s iconic.”

Nell recognized the voice before she recognized the face. Wren Parker.

She appeared first, her height making her easily identifiable. Her hands moved in expressive gestures as Lily Gallagher, Sarah’s daughter, caught up to her. The girls were closely followed by two adults: one she instantly recognized as Jamie Lyons, and the other a blonde woman who looked just like Lily, who could only be Beth, Sarah’s ex-wife.

Nell stilled, the porcelain cup resting just shy of her lips, her gaze locked on the group as they passed by, unaware of her presence. Beth turned her head to say something to Jamie, and Nell got a clear look. Bright blue eyes. Fair skin dusted with freckles. Something about her was so incredibly inviting. It wasn’t hard to understand why Sarah loved her, at least on a surface level. Beth was striking in that unassuming way. There was a kind of calmness to her, a steadiness that—No. Don’t do that. Nell caught herself.

It wasn’t her place, and it certainly wasn’t her business, to dissect Sarah’s past relationships—to look at them like they were case studies in emotional patterning which she could use to form her strategies on. Still, she had to acknowledge that seeing Beth was causing something to stir inside her. Not jealousy—she didn’t do jealousy—but maybe curiosity? A reminder that Sarah’s world was bigger than she remembered sometimes.

She took another sip of her tea, letting the warmth settle.

Beth’s voice called out. “Sar, you coming?”

Her eyes shot back toward the door to the changing room, and sure enough, there was Sarah, her robe cinched tightly around her waist, open just enough to show a tantalizing peek of collarbone.

“Yup, I’m right behind you. Just need a minute.” Sarah said it, but it didn’t sound like her. Not to Nell, at least. Her voice was missing something she couldn’t quite identify.

“Don’t take too long,” Beth said, as she and Jamie exited the atrium through the door to the tea bar.

She watched it happen—the moment Sarah’s gaze swept the room and landed on her like a sudden storm rolling in across a flat bay. Nell expected surprise, maybe even irritation, but what caught her off guard was the way a dozen emotions chased each other across Sarah’s face—shock, confusion, annoyance, something wounded—before disappearing behind a carefully placed mask of poised composure.

Of course Sarah would be adept enough to pull herself together that fast. That was part of her brilliance. Sarah squared her shoulders and began walking toward Nell like she had every right to. And she did.

Nell stood, setting her teacup down with practiced elegance.

“Sarah,” she said warmly.

“Nell.” Sarah’s voice was calm, a little cold even, and underneath it, she could hear the thread of something else. Restraint?

“I wasn’t expecting to see you here,” Nell said, trying to read the space between Sarah’s expression and the words she wasn’t speaking.

“That makes two of us.” Sarah glanced around, lowering her voice. “I saw you before the girls did. Thought it might be best if I said something.”

Nell tilted her head. “And what would that something be?”

Sarah hesitated a moment before continuing, “This thing between us, whatever it is we’re doing, it doesn’t happen around Lily. That’s not a line I blur. Understood?”

Sarah’s statement wasn’t delivered in a raised voice or as a threat. It was a clear, quiet boundary that landed like a weight in the middle of Nell’s chest. She didn’t recoil, but something in her did pull back as she nodded carefully. “Understood.”

Sarah studied her for a long moment, eyes narrowing, almost like she was assessing her. “You didn’t tell me you were in town.”

“No, I didn’t,” she admitted.

“And I haven’t heard from you in a few weeks,” she said, quieter this time. “Why?”

Nell paused before gesturing vaguely around them. “Because I’ve been busy. I needed some quiet, and, truthfully, I didn’t think I had the energy to be around you when I’ve been feeling so depleted from my work. You deserve more than my divided attention.”

Sarah blinked. It wasn’t the answer she expected, and Nell hadn’t planned to say it, but that didn’t make it any less true.

“Besides,” Nell added, “I didn’t anticipate running into you like this. I thought you lived in the city.”

“No, I live here,” Sarah said.

Her eyebrows lifted in surprise. “You live here?”

Sarah gave a small, dry smile. “Yes, Nell. I live on an island. With trees, and ferry rides. Try not to look so shocked.”

“I’m not shocked, just surprised.” Nell refused to flinch at the shortness in Sarah’s tone. She really didn’t think there was a need for it. Was Sarah annoyed she hadn’t let her know she was in town?

Sarah tilted her head. “So, spa day?”

“Spa day.” Nell smiled faintly.

Sarah nodded but didn’t say anything else as she looked over her shoulder in the direction of the tea room.

“And you?” Nell asked. “You’re here with . . . all of them?”

Sarah sighed and leaned slightly against the edge of the chair beside her. “It was supposed to be just Lily and me—a girl’s day before gymnastics season picks up again. Then Lily wanted to bring Wren. Then Beth found out and invited herself, and Jamie got looped in.”

“You said yes to all of that?”

“You’re not the only one who can keep the peace when necessary,” Sarah said, with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

Nell studied Sarah, quietly taking in the way she held herself with a certain stoicism, but with a slight tiredness at the edges. She saw the hint of tension in her shoulders, the effort it took to keep everything in place, and she couldn’t help but wonder if that was a result of being around Beth.

“I’m sorry,” Nell said, after a pause. “For not telling you I was here.”

Sarah looked at her, her eyes clear. “Thank you.”

A moment passed between them.

“I should go,” Sarah said, looking again to the door her group had gone through. “They’ll notice I’m gone.” Nell nodded, but before Sarah turned to leave, she said, “And Nell?”

“Yes?”

Sarah’s voice softened. “You don’t have to disappear when you need quiet time or space. You can ask for it. I’d rather you do that than be questioning if I did something to upset you.”

Nell didn’t reply; she only watched as Sarah walked away.
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That evening, Nell sat at the sleek dining table that doubled as her workspace in the hotel penthouse high above Downtown Seattle. A legal pad was open in front of her, her laptop humming quietly at her side as she attempted to catch up on work that had fallen by the wayside. But it was no use. She had been reading the same section of this report for the past thirty minutes, and all her brain wanted to do was revisit the rain-slicked spa atrium and the way Sarah’s gaze had locked on to hers from across the room.

There was something about seeing Sarah there, out of context, that she couldn’t stop thinking about. Something she couldn’t let go of. It was how Sarah had seemed smaller around her family. It didn’t sit well with Nell.

Sarah could command a table full of executives with one pointed question. She had a presence that burned so brightly it forced people to look at her, and a natural curiosity that crackled like a live wire. Sarah, who had once confessed—with her back arched and her lips parted—that being seen by Nell made her feel powerful.

That Sarah had been reduced to someone careful and mild and quietly resigned. That was not her Sarah.

She understood, to some extent, that Sarah played nice for the sake of family, but shrinking herself to do so wasn’t the answer. She hated that there were still people who knew Sarah’s brilliance and, instead of watching in awe, looked right past her.

For someone who prided herself on her ability to compartmentalize, Nell couldn’t seem to file that thought away. Couldn’t shelve it alongside the other things she kept from spilling over the edges of her life.

She tapped her pen once, then twice, before closing the lid of her laptop and reaching for her phone.

Sarah picked up on the second ring. “Nell?”

“How soon can you get to my hotel?” Nell asked, startled at the impulsiveness of her question.

There was a pause.

“In about an hour, give or take, depending on traffic and the ferry.”

Nell nodded, even though Sarah couldn’t see her. “I’ll be waiting.”

It was ridiculous how much she could feel each and every minute in the hour that passed as she waited for Sarah to arrive. She told herself that the phone call had been nothing more than regaining control, an attempt to re-center their arrangement. But she also knew, deep down, that something about seeing Sarah like that—a shrunken version of herself—had left Nell off balance. She wanted to see the fire again, the edge. The woman who challenged her, who disarmed her, who never let her get too comfortable in her certainty.

So she waited.

Then came the knock. Barely more than a brush of knuckles against wood, but Nell heard it like thunder.

When she opened the door, Sarah was standing there, wind-tousled hair, fiery-eyed, and gorgeous, smelling like rain and pine. Her arms were crossed, sweater sleeves pushed to her elbows, keys still in her hand like she hadn’t decided whether she was staying.

“You called. That’s a first.” A certain snark attached itself to Sarah’s words, accompanied by that devastating smile that made Nell forget why she had even called Sarah in the first place.

This was her Sarah standing in front of her now. She could feel the heat in her presence.

Nell swallowed. “I know.”

Sarah stepped further into the room, her eyes scanning her, studying her intently. “Is everything okay?”

“I don’t know,” Nell said, again more honest than she intended. “I couldn’t focus today. Not after the spa.”

Sarah nodded like she understood, though her brows pinched slightly. “You mean after you ran into me?”

Nell didn’t look away. “That wasn’t it.”

“Then what was it?” Sarah crossed her arms lightly over her chest.

Nell noted the defensive posture. “You,” she said.

“Me?”

“You were small, with your family and around Beth. You shrank in a way that didn’t fit you. I’ve never seen you do that,” Nell said, still trying to make sense of it all.

Sarah’s lips parted, surprise flashing across her expression before she caught it. She tilted her head. “You called me all the way out here to tell me I was small?”

“No,” Nell said. “I called you because I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Because that’s not who you are. You’re not someone who fades into the background, Sarah. You fill a room. You spark. You ignite. You’re someone who has the power to set the world on fire. I didn’t like seeing you dull yourself to make other people more comfortable.”

Heat coursed through her as she spoke, and when she was finished, silence hung between them, weighted by her words.

“Okay,” Sarah said, after a moment, uncrossing her arms. “That was a lot to receive.” She shifted, and Nell watched as her mind worked to formulate her next thought. “I can see where you may have a point.”

She ran her fingers through her hair, twisting it into a knot before letting it fall over her shoulders, then sighing, sliding her hands into the back pockets of her jeans. The smile she offered felt more like a white flag, a sign of defeat.

“I don’t know what you want me to say. It’s easier this way,” Sarah said at last. “When Beth told me about her relationship with Jamie, I made a choice—to box myself in to keep my family intact. They are the most important thing to me. So I play the role of the calm, collected, supportive coparent. Pretend to be thrilled for Beth while it’s slowly eating me alive.”

That weak smile was back, and she wanted so badly to reach out, to reassure Sarah that she didn’t ever need to do that—to put herself in a box for someone else’s comfort. She stepped closer to her. “Your thought process makes sense,” she said smoothly, circling Sarah, who remained completely still. “But you made one mistake,” she hissed in her ear, enjoying the way the little hairs on the back of her neck rose in anticipation.

“And what would that be?”

Nell passed behind Sarah as she leaned in, lips barely brushing her ear as she said, “You gave away all your power.”

Sarah turned to look at her for a long moment. Then, softer than before, she said, “Why do you care?”

The question landed, kicking off a barrage of thoughts. Because I like watching you shine. Because I feel more alive when you’re fully yourself. Because I would stop whatever I’m doing the moment you needed something. Because your power excites me. But she didn’t say any of that.

“Because you’re too good at playing other people’s games, and I don’t want you to lose your own.”

Sarah took a single step closer. “I’m not in the habit of losing games.”

Nell moved past Sarah to the bar, pouring herself two fingers of bourbon. Sarah never took those sparkling hazel eyes off her, and Nell delighted in the way they dropped not so subtly to her lips as she took a sip of her drink, savoring the moment.

“Come here,” Nell directed in a low voice, curling her index finger deliberately.

Sarah stepped closer at her command until they stood face-to-face. She drank every inch of Sarah the same way she drank her bourbon: unhurried, feeling the burn of her presence.

“On your knees,” she hissed.

There was a microsecond of hesitation reflected in Sarah’s eyes, the tiniest hint of defiance. For a moment, Nell wondered if she’d finally found the limit to the amount of power Sarah was willing to give her. Her brows twitched like she was about to question the command, maybe even challenge it.

Nell raised one brow expectantly, tilting her head ever so slightly as if to say, I’m waiting.

Sarah’s breath caught, and it took every ounce of restraint for Nell not to give in to her own reactions. She watched Sarah’s expression shift as she made peace with her decision before sinking to her knees in one smooth, quiet movement.

Nell let the silence stretch. Let Sarah sit in it as she stepped forward, close enough that her thighs brushed against Sarah. With exquisite care, she reached down, tilting Sarah’s chin up between her fingers.

“I saw you before I ever met you,” Nell said, the steeliness of her voice surprising to her own ears. “You were standing across the room at that tech summit last spring, before the Empwr launch party. You weren’t even on my radar, but you were the only one I couldn’t stop watching that day.”

Sarah’s eyes widened slightly, but she didn’t look away.

“I watched you,” Nell continued. “The way you carried yourself. The way people turned to listen when you spoke. You didn’t even notice how you took up space. How commanding your presence was. But I did.”

She dragged her thumb lightly along Sarah’s bottom lip, watching it part instinctively. Heat and want spread through her.

“That bigness is what drew me in. What still draws me in. So, no.” She couldn’t help her grin. “I don’t want you small, Sarah. Not ever. Not for your family, not for Beth, not even for me.” She dropped her hand slowly, hoping Sarah ached for the absence of its weight. “I want to watch you claim your power,” she crooned. “Right now. I want to watch you take all that power of yours and turn it inward.” Sarah blinked. The shift in her breath sent Nell into overdrive.

She stepped back, just enough to give Sarah space before offering her hand and pulling her to her feet. Sarah’s eyes searched hers for meaning.

“Touch yourself. Show me how powerful you are.” She sank into the armchair, swirling her glass, amber liquid twirling as Sarah stared at her. Waiting for more. “Go on,” she said lightly. “Put on a show for me.”

She never took her eyes off Sarah, who was still rooted to the spot she had left her in, still deciding what to do next.

Nell pointed to the couch directly across from her. “Sit there.”

Sarah moved with excruciatingly measured steps as she crossed the space, having clearly made up her mind. Hazel eyes stayed locked with hers as Sarah reached for the button of her jeans, popping it open in one small motion. She shimmied slightly, and Nell’s mouth went dry as Sarah pushed the fabric of her jeans and underwear down over her hips, revealing toned thighs. The bite of bourbon burned her tongue as Sarah lowered herself onto the couch and settled back against the cushions.

Nell uncrossed her legs, feeling the heat of her anticipation as she leaned forward slightly, her elbows resting on her thighs, bourbon glass loose in her hand.

“Good,” she said, that tiny thrill shooting through her as Sarah straightened under the weight of that single word. The power praise had over Sarah electrified her. “Now spread your legs. I want to see all of you.”

Sarah inhaled deeply, but obeyed, parting her thighs enough to make it clear she was listening. Nell’s eyes tracked the movement like a slow drag of flame.

“Not quite what I meant, but I can see you’re trying.” She sipped her bourbon, savoring the heat, before letting the glass rest against her bottom lip. “Touch yourself like you’re alone. Like you’re the only one in the room. And remember—keep those beautiful eyes on me. Don’t you dare look away.”

Sarah wavered a moment, then nodded, her chin high, gaze steady as she began to move her hand. She slipped one hand between her thighs, her fingers disappearing from view. Her other hand braced gently against the couch cushion beside her. Sarah’s lips barely parted as she began, eyes never leaving hers. Nell didn’t dare blink, watching in awe as Sarah showed her exactly how she liked to be touched.

Sarah started gradually, with a careful swipe of her fingertips, legs spreading further, allowing her more access. Nell watched Sarah’s fingers glide through her glistening folds, mesmerized by the faint sheen of her arousal from the lazy circles she was drawing around her clit. And when she moaned—that low, animalistic, guttural moan that came from deep in the back of her throat, and the way her breath caught, then stuttered free with each pass of her fingers, lashes fluttering—Nell could have died right there.

“God, you’re beautiful like this,” she murmured, her voice a low burn of reverence accompanied the last of her restraint. Every fiber of her ached to drop to her knees, to take Sarah apart with her mouth, but she held back. This wasn’t about surrendering to her own desire. This was about letting Sarah blaze in her own light.

Sarah’s cheeks flushed as her breathing quickened, her fingers picking up their pace, and still, she didn’t look away.

Nell leaned back, her free hand resting loosely on her thigh, gaze never straying. She drank in the picture before her, not only the physicality of it, but the deeper thing: the trust, the vulnerability this request required. Sarah wasn’t just obeying her—she was choosing to bare herself like this for her.

“It feels so good, doesn’t it?” Nell said softly. “To own your desire like this.”

Sarah’s breath hitched, her body giving away her answer before she could form the words.

“Y-yes,” she managed through labored breathing, her hips shifting slightly, movements becoming more desperate. Nell’s own body responded in kind, the burning pull low in her belly more intense than ever.

When Sarah’s breathing began to stutter—when the lines of tension in her thighs went taut, when the sounds leaving her mouth became fragile, uneven things—Nell rose, unable to hold herself back any longer.

Within a single breath, she crossed the room and was on her knees in front of Sarah, running her hands up and down those perfect thighs, pushing them further apart, burying herself between them.

The scent of Sarah’s arousal was everything to her as she hooked her arms up and under the back of Sarah’s thighs, pulling her closer to the edge of the couch.

“Oh God,” Sarah gasped, as Nell lowered her mouth, meeting her heat with purpose, the sweet tang of Sarah coating her tongue.

She moaned against Sarah, moving her tongue in languid circles, mimicking the movements she had watched Sarah perform moments before. There was no teasing this time. No dragging things out. She had already done enough of that. Sarah had done everything she had asked.

“Nell, please,” Sarah begged.

She looked up at Sarah and groaned at the sight of her, eyes glazed over, heavy-lidded with want as she bit at her lip, waiting for Nell.

She took Sarah apart with devastating precision, with Sarah’s hand tangled in her hair, her body trembling as she came in Nell’s mouth. The tension snapped like a thread, pleasure rippling through Sarah in waves as Nell gripped her thighs, holding her in place, holding her through all of it, letting her be loud and letting her take up all the space she needed.

When it was over, Sarah sank back against the cushions, breathless and dazed, one hand still loosely curled in Nell’s hair.

Nell lifted her head slowly, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand as she looked up at her.

“I never want to see you make yourself small for anyone ever again,” she said quietly, gently pressing a kiss to the inside of her thigh. “You are Sarah fucking Gallagher. Remember that.”
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NINE
SARAH
RULE #5: TIME IS YOUR MOST VALUABLE ASSET; SPEND IT WISELY.


The glass conference room rattled faintly with the sound of clinking champagne flutes and the congratulatory laughter of those present. From where she stood at the far end of the hallway, Sarah could still hear her name echoing in every direction.

She had won the toughest case she had ever argued. It should have felt better.

This win was one entire careers were retired on. Sarah should be celebrating. But this particular win left a lingering aftertaste of dread. She tossed one last look at the ongoing celebration before slipping into her corner office, closing the door quietly behind her. Wall-to-wall windows provided her with a panoramic view of the city, glowing in the early twilight. Seattle always looked its most beautiful this time of day—damp, steel-toned, and powerful, nestled on the peaks of hills overlooking the water.

Her reflection stared back at her in the glass, polished in her navy suit, but her eyes were too tired for someone who’d landed the most significant case of the year.

The ruling had been a clean, beautiful manipulation of language and precedent. Sarah’s client, a prominent tech conglomerate, would now avoid a cascade of data privacy liabilities, allowing their work to move quickly without any unnecessary roadblocks. Everyone told her it was genius. Some had even called her brilliant for identifying the loophole her entire argument had been hedged on.

But Sarah couldn’t stop thinking about what it meant. The cracks in the broken system she was helping widen for the gain of a few wealthy men.

She hadn’t always felt this way. She had been enamored with the tech industry from a young age, infatuated with the digital transformation of the world, watching it unfold and wanting to be a part of it. There was so much possibility. When she first started, it had all felt like justice, like she was wielding the law for those who needed it because they were trying to make the world a better place. Lately, it merely felt like a game. One where the rules were made by those driving and gaining from the innovation, with power consolidated and reshuffled by lawyers like her when those same people got caught misusing and abusing the systems.

A knock at the door pulled her out of her thoughts as she shook them away. Avery, her assistant, stepped into the office with an elegantly wrapped box.

“A courier dropped this off,” Avery said, with a grin. “It’s from Ms. Stanhope.”

Sarah took the package, her brows lifting in surprise. What was Nell up to? Gifts hadn’t been part of their arrangement so far. Curious, she tugged the ribbon free and opened the box, her breath catching as she peeled back the tissue paper.

It was a rare first edition of Revolutionary Law: The Founding Principles of Public Justice. Her favorite legal text. Her fingers hovered over the cracked leather spine. The weight of it was exquisite in her hands.

There was a note tucked inside the cover, written in Nell’s distinctive, elegant scrawl.

You play this game better than anyone. Don’t forget, you also get to rewrite the rules.
Congratulations on the big win. I never doubted you. —N


Avery was still talking, something about the partners asking if Sarah would speak at the next client symposium, but she barely heard her.

“Thanks, Avery,” she said gently, not looking up. “Can you give me a few minutes?”

Avery paused, then nodded before slipping quietly out the door.

Sarah sat back in her chair, the book still in her hands. She traced the edges of the note with her thumb, quietly struck by the thoughtfulness of the gift. It was something she had only mentioned as a passing thought, but Nell had remembered.

The memory hit fast and hot. Nell had pulled her away from a party they were attending. Sarah had been embroiled in a debate over the fair use of user data with yet another forgettable wealthy man when Nell had appeared by her side, took her hand, guided her away down a hallway, into the library. Sarah had barely registered her irritation before the door clicked shut.

Nell was on her instantly. Had her hands pinned to the shelves, breaths hot and heavy at her ear. The quiet command in her voice as Nell had hissed, “Don’t make a sound.” It had taken everything Sarah had to obey. Law school had been easier.

Afterward, as they had smoothed their clothes and readied themselves to rejoin the party, Sarah’s fingers had skimmed the spines of the books on the shelf she had clung to moments ago.

“Shame they don’t have the full set,” she had said. “They’re missing The Founding Principles of Public Justice. It’s dense, but it has teeth.”

And now that very book was here, in her hands, and Nell had remembered. Not just the book or her case, but who she was—the version of herself that still believed the law could be used for something better.

Without thinking too hard, she picked up her phone and dialed. Nell answered on the first ring.

“I was wondering how long it would take you,” Nell said, her voice warm, like she’d been waiting.

Sarah exhaled, a half laugh catching on the edge of her relief. “I hope you didn’t waste too much of your time waiting for me. I’m not sure I want to know what one of your billable hours costs.”

“For you, my fee is waived,” Nell said.

“Your generosity is noted,” Sarah teased, before softening. “I got the book. It’s beautiful.”

“I thought you might like something with substance to counterbalance all the champagne and praise Clint Braxton is surely showering you with.”

Sarah leaned back in her chair, staring up at the ceiling. “You remembered my case was being decided today.”

“Of course I did. I make note of the things that are important to you,” Nell said, followed by a contemplative silence. “But you don’t sound like someone who’s just won.”

“I don’t, do I?” Sarah swiveled in her chair, turning to look out the windows. “It’s nothing, really. I’m overthinking things. I wanted to call and say thank you for the thoughtful gift, but please, don’t let me take up any more of your time.”

There was a long pause on the other end before Nell responded.

“Rule number five: time is your most valuable asset. Spend it wisely. For you, I am always available, so please don’t use the importance of my time as an excuse to not tell me how you’re feeling. If something is weighing on you, I want to hear it. Now, tell me, what’s going through that beautiful mind of yours?”

She couldn’t help but smile. The command in Nell’s voice was subtle, with the slightest hint of reprimand that wasn’t usually there. Sarah noted the boundary discovered. She had gotten used to Nell’s directness over the past few months. It was part of their agreement. Nell commanded, and Sarah obliged. Who was she to deviate from that now?

She almost explained, almost spilled out her doubts and the gnawing disquiet that had settled beneath her skin, but instead, she simply said, “It didn’t feel like a win.”

There was a pause on the other end, then Nell spoke. “Come spend Thanksgiving with me.”

Sarah blinked. “What?” she asked, wanting to make sure she had heard correctly.

“You heard me,” Nell said, unrushed. “Come to Pennsylvania. Enjoy the quiet. There will be good food, no billionaires asking you to bend your spine into another legal loophole . . . well, that’s not entirely true. There will be one billionaire asking you to bend, but it’s only me.”

Sarah laughed, but there was something caught in it. “I don’t know . . .”

She usually spent the holiday alone. Beth and Jamie used the time to take Lily on their annual vacation, while Sarah got the time between Christmas and New Year’s. She didn’t have anything tangible stopping her from going to Nell’s, but something held her back from answering with an emphatic yes.

“You don’t have to decide now,” Nell said easily. “But the invitation stands, and I’ll make sure there’s bourbon waiting. Only the best for you.”

Sarah was quiet for a long moment.

“Thank you,” she said finally. “For the book . . . and the escape route.”

Nell’s voice was low. “Any time. Let me know about Thanksgiving.”

The line clicked as Nell hung up. They didn’t say goodbye. They never really had to, and Sarah liked that. It was as if no conversation ever truly ended, but rather paused until it could be continued.

She looked around her quiet office. There was no use in her staying late tonight, not with her case all neatly buttoned up, so she packed up her belongings, sent a quick text to Avery, and slipped away to head home.
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The next day, it was back to business as usual. There were a few interruptions from junior partners stopping by to congratulate her again, but mostly, it was back to the grind, poring over the stack of documents on her desk. An urgent knock on her door with two fast raps drew her attention. There was a pause, then, without invitation, the door was pushed open.

Sarah looked up from her monitor, ready to bring hell down upon whichever low-level attorney had the gall to interrupt her—a closed door is the universal sign for “fuck off, I’m busy”—but she was surprised when it wasn’t some junior partner but Lily standing in front of her with Wren behind her, hunched over, eyes red-rimmed, arms wrapped protectively around herself.

“Wren needs help,” Lily said quickly, “and I’m not sure, but I think it needs to be you.”

Her eyes shifted from Lily to Wren and back as she stood, quickly assessing the situation.

She came around her desk, heart catching as she took in the look of pure worry and panic on Wren’s face, her eyes shining with the hint of tears threatening to spill.

“Wren, sweetie, come in,” Sarah said gently. “Lily, wait outside for a few minutes so I can speak with Wren privately,” she added, unsure exactly what kind of trouble Wren might be in, her instinct to protect Lily swooping in.

Lily nodded, immediately slipping back into the reception area, the door clicking behind her. The second it shut, Wren crumbled.

Sarah barely had time to open her arms before Wren collapsed into them, sobbing with a raw, full-body sound that nearly knocked the air from Sarah’s lungs. She held her tightly, one hand smoothing circles over Wren’s back, the other steadying them both as they stood there in the middle of her office, Wren clinging to her like a life raft.

“It’s okay,” Sarah said softly against brown curls, as she held Wren tight. “You’re safe. You’re okay.”

Sarah didn’t rush her. She let Wren fall apart, take as long as she needed, until the full-body tears softened into shudders and then to shaky breaths. When Wren finally pulled back, her face was blotchy and tear-streaked, her eyes cast down in embarrassment. Sarah crouched slightly, gently guiding her into one of the chairs in front of her desk.

“Take your time,” she said, sitting in the chair beside her, hands on the armrests of Wren’s chair. “Tell me what’s going on.”

Wren took a shaking breath, her eyes rooted to the floor. “I’m in trouble, and you’re the only person I could think of who might be able to help.” A pause. Then, all at once, the words began tumbling out. “My aunt, she found something—a note. It was just something I wrote after practice. I didn’t mean for anyone to see it. I don’t even . . . no one was supposed to . . .” Wren’s voice cracked as she gulped air, trying to calm herself and push through her scrambled thoughts.

“What did the note say, Wren?” Sarah asked gently, squeezing Wren’s shoulder.

“That I think I’m gay,” she said, between hiccups.

Sarah’s heart broke for Wren, understanding all too well what it was like to feel so lonely in that realization. Not knowing what to do or where to start, and the overwhelming fear of what it all means. She stayed completely still, calm and focused, letting Wren steer the conversation.

“And then my aunt found it the other day when she was going through my stuff. She’s been weird for weeks, snapping at me for no reason, and now she says she’s going to tell my parents. I think she doesn’t want to be my guardian anymore, and this is her excuse to get rid of me.”

Sarah felt a wave of protective anger welling up. Part of her itched to pick up the phone right now and call Wren’s aunt to chew her out for being one of the worst people Sarah had ever known, but she knew that wouldn’t help the situation. Instead, she kept her expression measured.

“Okay,” she said quietly, trying to think of the best way she could help Wren. “And what would that mean, if your parents found out?”

Wren swallowed. “Nothing good. They’ll make me come home, to Spokane. They’ll pull me out of soccer. They’ll say it’s corrupting me or something. And they’ll make me go to their church again.”

“Their church?” Sarah frowned. This was the first time Wren had told her anything about her parents, other than the fact that they lived in Spokane.

“Yeah.” Wren sniffed, wiping her nose with the sleeve of the Puget Sound Pride hoodie she was wearing. “They got really into this new church a few years ago. You know, for community stuff, like potlucks and volunteering, but then it got really intense. They started talking about how women should be obedient and serve their husbands, and how being gay is a choice, and that all gay people are corrupting children and deserve to go to hell. I really started noticing what they said about people on the news and at school . . . and people like me . . .”

Sarah felt something break inside her, knowing exactly what it felt like to hear the people you love say such terrible and untrue things.

“I can’t go back there,” Wren said, the words bringing tears to her eyes immediately.

Sarah pulled her chair closer. “Have your parents or your aunt ever been physically abusive, or threatened you with violence?”

Wren shook her head. “No. It’s not like that. There’s a lot of yelling and name-calling, and the church stuff, and sometimes my dad drinks more than he should, and it’s just emotionally a lot.”

Sarah exhaled slowly. “That’s still harm, Wren, and it matters.”

“I want to get emancipated, Sarah,” Wren said. “I’m serious. I looked it up. I’ve already been living apart from them for almost a year, and technically, I have a job playing soccer, and my grades are solid. I could qualify, right?”

Sarah didn’t answer right away.

“You’re already seventeen,” Sarah said gently. “You’ll be legally an adult in six months. Do you think you can hang on until then?” Sarah immediately hated herself for asking that. She knew exactly how severe this situation was. She had been Wren once: afraid and alone, without a plan. “Emancipation is a really big move. I’m not saying we can’t explore it, but it does mean legally separating yourself from your family, forever.”

“I know,” Wren said immediately. “But you don’t understand. My aunt—she’ll do it. She’ll tell my parents, and once that happens, everything changes. They’ll take away everything I love.”

Sarah sat back, pressing a hand to her mouth for a moment as she processed. This was bigger than anything Wren had ever said out loud, and she could see the toll it had taken, how carefully Wren had been holding all of this in.

“The worst part,” Wren added, barely above a whisper, “is that they weren’t always like this. When I was little, they were a lot of fun. My mom used to let me stay up late watching Women’s World Cup reruns with her. Now, she says soccer is full of ‘lifestyle propaganda.’”

Sarah’s chest ached. She reached out and took Wren’s hand. “I’m so sorry.”

Wren looked up at her with wet, earnest eyes. “You’re the only gay person I really know. Well, besides Beth and Jamie, but I don’t think they could help. You’re the one who feels, like, safe.”

That hit Sarah harder than she expected. Wren played one of the most statistically queer sports in America; she probably walked by at least ten queer people at every tournament. But this wasn’t about statistics. This was about connection and trust, and how rare that could be when you were seventeen and scared and the people who were supposed to love you were the ones trying to erase you.

Sarah shook her head, thinking. “Okay. We have options. Option 1: you hang in there for six more months. Option 2: we explore a guardianship change. Option 3: I help you find a family attorney who specializes in emancipation, and we start that process. No matter what option, I’ll help you navigate it. You’re not alone in this, Wren.”

Wren crumpled again, this time with relief, burying her face in her hands. “Thank you,” she sobbed.

Sarah squeezed her shoulder. “You don’t have to make any decisions right now. You’re safe, and we have time to figure things out. Wren, I’m glad you came to me.”

“I don’t need to think about things. I did the research. I understand what it means to get emancipated. That’s what I want to do. I can’t go back to my aunt’s, or to my parents. I want to live my own life.”

“Do you feel like it’s safe to go back to your aunt’s house tonight?” Sarah asked, already knowing the answer as Wren shook her head no. “Okay, then you can stay with us. Lily is at Beth’s house for the next week, but you’re more than welcome at either of our houses.”

“Are you sure that’s okay?” Wren asked quickly, another look of panic washing over her. “It’s just . . . I’m . . .” She hiccupped again as a fresh wave of tears came over her. “I’m scared.”

“I know, sweetie.” She pulled Wren into another hug. “I know this all feels really scary right now, but trust me, we will get you through it.” She released Wren, her eyes taking her in fully. “How much of this does Lily know? Everything you’ve told me stays between us unless you tell me otherwise.”

“She knows my aunt and I haven’t been getting along, but she doesn’t—I, uh, haven’t come out to her or anything.” Panic filled Wren’s eyes again before she buried her face in her hands once more. “Oh God. I have to, like, come out to people now, don’t I?”

“No. Not if you don’t want to or don’t feel ready yet. That’s something you get to do whenever you feel ready. There’s no timeline for that.”

Wren nodded, taking a few deep breaths before looking up at her. “Thank you for—uh—helping me. Lily said no matter what was going on, you would be able to help, and she was right.”

For a moment, Sarah let Wren’s statement fill her. It wasn’t the words themselves that had touched her. It was hearing a version of herself through Lily’s eyes.

“I will always be here for you if you need me.” She gave Wren a pat on the shoulder before standing and walking around her desk to open the top left drawer, where she kept her secret chocolate stash. “Here, catch,” she said, tossing Wren a truffle. “With chocolate, we can face anything. Is it okay if I have Lily come in now?”

Wren nodded as she chewed the candy, crinkling the brightly colored wrapper in her fingers. Sarah tapped the intercom button. “Avery, please send Lily in.”

A moment later, Lily appeared and slid into the chair Sarah had been sitting in minutes ago.

“Okay, now that we know everyone is safe . . .” Sarah gave Lily a stern look. “How did you two blow off your practices without anyone noticing? Lily, I thought after your adventure to Portland last year, we learned our lesson about not telling people like your mom and me where you are?”

“But this was an emergency,” Lily protested.

“I know, sweetie. Next time, call me or your mom first. Wren, I’m going to give your aunt a call and let her know you’ll be staying with us for at least tonight, and then we’re going out to lunch before we head home. Wait for me by Avery’s desk, girls. I’ll be a minute.”

Lily and Wren exited, and she reached for her phone, her attention caught by the missed call notification, followed by a text.

Nell 10:34 AM


Was hoping to catch you between meetings. No need to call back. Talk soon. —N




She smiled at the way Nell always signed her text messages like Sarah didn’t know they were from her. Sarah rode that feeling as she dialed Wren’s aunt, reminding herself to be the responsible adult and not lose her absolute shit on this woman, even though she could feel the protector inside of her heating up for a battle.
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It was dark by the time Sarah pulled into her driveway. Beth’s car was already there, ready to pick up Lily and Wren. After Sarah had gotten done with Wren’s aunt, her next call was to Beth to let her know what had been going on that day.

“Lily, you and Wren head upstairs and pack up your stuff while I talk to your mom for a few minutes.”

“Okay, Mom,” Lily said, as the two girls climbed out of the car.

Sarah cut the engine and sat in the car for a full minute, her forehead resting lightly against the steering wheel, before she mustered the energy to get out. The truth was, she was drained—after the case, after Wren—and she didn’t have it in her to put on the easy smile she always tried to wear around Beth these days. The one that said she was fine, always fine, even when everything inside her was being pulled so tightly.

But Beth was here, and she didn’t have the energy to pretend today. She got out of the car, smoothing a hand down the front of her coat.

Beth looked up as she approached, a small smirk tugging at her lips. “Hi, honey. Welcome home,” she said sarcastically, as she stood.

Sarah sighed, exhausted but unwilling to let it show. “What a day.” She cocked her head toward the door Lily had left partially open. “Come on in.”

Sarah didn’t say anything to Beth as she kicked off her shoes and disappeared down the hallway to change. She needed the minute to compartmentalize her thoughts and find a more neutral version of herself before she stepped back into the tension waiting downstairs.

When she returned, barefoot, in comfy joggers and a worn quarter-zip, Beth was moving around the kitchen, her back to the door. She stopped in the doorway, simply to watch the way Beth moved around the space like she belonged there.

Beth had always been beautiful—open-faced, bright-eyed, with a presence that made you feel like you could finally take a deep breath and just be—but there was something new that had bloomed over the last few years. A deeper self-assurance. It looked good on her.

For a brief, foolish second, Sarah let herself pretend this was just another Tuesday night, with Beth waiting for her at home, ready to debrief at the end of their day like they had done a thousand times before. But that life of theirs was gone.

As Sarah entered, she asked, “What are you making?”

Beth turned, a plate in hand and that adorable smile Sarah used to love melting into at the end of a long day spread across her face. “Cinnamon toast. I know it’s your favorite after days like today.”

Oof. Yup, that cut her like a blade, clean and quiet. A reminder of just how well Beth knew her. She nodded, taking the plate from her, biting into the toast. Warm melted butter hit her senses before she moved toward the living room and lowered herself onto the couch.

Beth took the other end, like always.

“So.” Beth turned slightly, her elbow on the back cushion. “How was the call with Wren’s aunt?”

Sarah didn’t respond. Just took another bite of her toast, using chewing to buy herself an extra moment. “I mean, you know how she is.” She gave Beth a knowing look.

Each of them had dealt with Wren’s aunt several times over the last year since Lily and Wren had become friends. “I’ve never met someone more self-centered. She didn’t seem particularly concerned about Wren. She said she had already called her sister and told her everything, and that the faster she could get Wren out of her house, the better. I had Avery go over and pick up Wren’s things.” She sighed, rubbing her face. “I just don’t get it. Why do people go through all the trouble of having kids if they don’t plan on loving them unconditionally?” Her chest heaved. She hadn’t even been aware of how worked up she had gotten. “And then, you know, of course, it’s Wren. She’s like Bambi. She’s scared and unsure what comes next. You know how some kids hold it all in until they break?”

Beth’s expression softened. “Yeah.”

“She broke today, and it was awful.” Sarah’s voice caught on the last word. “But I’m glad she came to me.”

“You’ve always been good in a crisis, Sar,” Beth said gently. “You’re who I would go to if I needed help.”

The words landed harder than they should have. Sarah looked away, placing her empty plate on the coffee table.

“You remember when we came out?” Sarah asked. “You told your parents over dinner. I think your mom offered to knit you a rainbow sweater, and your dad was just thrilled you weren’t marrying a man.”

Beth laughed. “It was a scarf. She had it done in three days.”

“Right. Meanwhile, I told my mom, and she cried so hard she had to lie down. My dad told me I was confused and to not come home until I got my head on right. My grandmother sent me a rosary and a note that said ‘Try again.’”

Beth winced, remembering. “Yeah. That was brutal.”

“I didn’t speak to any of them for years. Not until Lily was born, after Dad passed.” She paused. “Everyone always makes coming out to be this celebratory experience—and don’t get me wrong, in so many ways, it is—but sometimes coming out doesn’t feel like a door opening. It feels like lighting a match and watching your life burn down while you wait and hope it can be rebuilt from the ashes.”

Beth reached out and placed a hand gently over Sarah’s, her thumb brushing lightly across her knuckles. “But look at you now. Look at what you’ve built in its place. And your mom came around after a while; now look at her. When your sister Kelly came out, your mom handled it so well.”

Sarah didn’t move her hand, but she didn’t look up either. “Yeah, she did. I just wish I could have had that experience.” She took a deep breath, resigning herself to the fact she’d known all along. “But that’s what I do, I guess. I’m steamroll-Sarah, paving the way for others to have it easier.” She let out a long sigh, flexing her fingers slightly to feel the softness of Beth’s hand in hers. “I wish I could fix this for Wren, but I can’t.”

“No, you can’t,” Beth said. “But you can give her the tools she needs to survive it, which you’re doing.”

They fell quiet again. Sarah’s hand still rested beneath Beth’s. It was such a small thing, but it was everything. A thousand memories were stitched into her touch. Twenty-five years of love, of friendship, of coparenting, of late nights nursing Lily through fevers, of breakup fights and soft apologies and things that never quite felt finished between them.

Beth squeezed her hand, rising from where she sat, walking toward the kitchen. She rinsed her glass, placing it upside down in the rack, like she had done a thousand times before.

Sarah turned her gaze toward the floor, grateful for the moment to regain her composure.

“So, what’s next?” Beth asked.

Sarah stood, moving toward the kitchen to place her empty plate in the sink.

“I still need to call Wren’s parents and let them know where she is. Tomorrow, I’ll pick Wren up from your house. We’re meeting with a family lawyer in the morning to go over her options, and then, if she chooses to file the emancipation petition, we’ll start that process.”

Her phone vibrated against the granite countertop, drawing their attention. Beth reached for it out of habit before handing it to her with a raised eyebrow, and Sarah saw Nell’s name on the screen. Sarah silenced the call before setting the phone face down.

“Nell as in Cornelia Stanhope?” Beth leaned against the counter, crossing her arms. “So that’s the mysterious woman you’ve been sneaking off to see?”

That jolted Sarah back into full alert.

“It’s not like that,” she said, dismissively. She felt an immediate twinge of guilt because Nell wasn’t nothing, she just wasn’t what Beth was insinuating.

Beth raised both eyebrows. “No? Because that photo from the WNBA championship game said otherwise. The way you were looking at her. The matching shirts were a bit much, if you ask me.” There was a bite of jealousy to Beth’s words that Sarah immediately registered.

“You mean the shirts promoting your girlfriend’s business?” she said coolly. “It was just a photo, Beth. Don’t read too much into what’s not there.”

“Yeah, okay. Just a photo, then.”

Sarah exhaled sharply through her nose. “We’re friends. I’m considering a career shift. She’s helping me connect with people. You know, open doors.”

Beth narrowed her eyes. “That’s not all, though, is it?”

Sarah looked at her squarely now. Beth had no right to be interrogating her like this.

“She’s someone who sees and respects my power,” she said cooly, wanting her words to sting.

Beth blinked, surprised, and Sarah immediately regretted it.

“I didn’t mean that to be⁠—”

“No,” Beth cut in. “You did. And maybe that’s for the best.”

They sat in the sudden quiet.

Beth turned her gaze toward the window. “You always needed to be seen that way. I didn’t realize that was something you weren’t getting from me.”

Sarah swallowed. There was so much she could say. So many versions of the truth, none of which would make this any easier.

“I’m tired,” she said dimly.

Beth nodded. “Yeah. Me, too.”

The sound of footsteps coming down the stairs interrupted them, breaking the tension as Lily and Wren came into the kitchen.

“We’re all ready to go, Mama,” Lily said, with a smile.

Sarah shifted her attention back to Lily and Wren. “Have a good night, girls. Lily, no more sneaking off from practice without telling anyone where you’re going. Wren, I’ll pick you up tomorrow. We’ve got a few things to take care of.”

She hugged each of them, noticing the way Wren held on for just a little longer, before they left.

Beth lingered for a moment, pausing as she pulled on her coat.

“It’s bad timing, but Jamie and I wanted to extend an invitation for you to join us in Palm Springs for Thanksgiving,” she said. “I’m sure you probably already have plans with Nell.”

“You’re right. I do have plans,” Sarah answered quickly, thinking of Nell’s invitation to spend Thanksgiving in Pennsylvania, which sounded absolutely perfect right about now.

Beth looked at her for a moment longer, those blue eyes searching for something more, then she was gone, leaving the scent of lavender and old memories in her wake.
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TEN
NELL
RULE #6: CARING IS A RISKY INVESTMENT. MAKE SURE YOU GET A RETURN.


“What do you think? Is this sweater the winner?” Nell smoothed her hands over her torso, looking at her reflection in the mirror before crouching down to nuzzle Mortimer, his raspy purr vibrating through him as she scratched under his chin. Oh, to be a cat.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” she said softly, before standing to head downstairs.

She found Nate in his office, poring over paperwork, looking up only when she cleared her throat.

“It’s the holiday weekend, Nate. No more work.”

“Someone needs to tell my employer that.” He winked, that boyish sparkle catching the dim light.

“Consider her informed. But out of curiosity, what is it that you’re working on?”

Nate smiled, knowingly, “I’m finalizing security plans for your trip to Las Vegas in a few weeks. I’ve been operating under the assumption that Sarah will be joining you for that trip as well.”

“You know what happens when you assume.” Her smile stretched wide, accompanying the familiar teasing tone she so often slipped into with Nate. “I haven’t asked her yet, but your assumption is correct. I have a feeling she won’t say no to the invitation.”

Nate leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest, assessing her. “You’ve got that look again.” His tone was singsongy in that way he knew annoyed her.

She arched an eyebrow, responding dryly, “I’m going to need you to be more specific.”

“That look,” he said, tipping his chin toward her. “You get this particular thing happening right about here.” He motioned in a circle around her face. “Like all the hard, pointy parts of you disappear. You relax when she’s around⁠—”

“Oh, please,” Nell scoffed, cutting him off, but he wasn’t letting up.

“That sweater’s a nice choice.” Nate eyed her as she sank into the chair across from his desk. “And no watch today? Interesting.” He shrugged and turned back to his paperwork.

“The watch is for business only. You know that,” she deflected, her fingers immediately ghosting over her bare wrist where her watch usually sat. “Am I that readable?”

“You have your tells. You get quiet right before you see Sarah, and it’s not your usual brooding kind of quiet. You’re less calculating, more thoughtful.”

Nell gave a short laugh, aimed to dismiss and deflect Nate’s absurd observation. “I do not.”

“You do. Trust me. I’ve been reading you like an open book since we were five.” Nate grinned, enjoying this too much. God, he could be infuriating. “Thought it was interesting,” he added, tapping his pen lightly against the desk, watching her closely. “Haven’t seen you like this since Stephanie.”

Her smile faltered slightly before she pulled it back into place. No need to give him the satisfaction of knowing he’d thrown her off. It had been years since Stephanie had occupied any of her thoughts.

“That was a long time ago.”

“Didn’t say it wasn’t.” Nate shrugged, his eyes still fixed on her. “Just saying, it’s nice to see you lit up about something again, or should I say someone.”

Nell looked down, adjusting the cuff of her sweater like it needed fixing. “Put the book down, Nate. You’re reading too much into things that aren’t there.”

Nate didn’t push her for more, instead shuffling the papers on his desk, understanding the silence that followed as a sign to drop the topic.

“You want me to finalize the clearance list for Vegas?”

“Yes, please. Keep it lean.” She paused. “And make sure we have the private rooms secured at the casino.”

“Already on it.” He made a note in the margin of his tablet. “Security is coordinating with the casino. We’ll have private transport, back-of-house access, and I’ve flagged the press perimeter so no one catches anything they shouldn’t, especially given the activities you have planned for Saturday evening.”

“Perfect.”

He gave her a look. “You know I’ve got you.”

“I do.”

She paced the few steps to the window that overlooked the gravel drive in one direction and the sloping lawn in the other. She stood with her arms folded across her chest, unsettled slightly by the introduction of a part of her past she had quietly tucked away long ago.

“Do you ever think about how far we’ve come?” she asked, after a moment, still not looking at him. “Twenty years ago, I was breaking off an engagement, and you were⁠—”

“Face down in a motel in Atlantic City with an empty bottle of Percocet?” Nate offered dryly.

She turned, giving him a wry smile. “I was going to say having a moment, but yes. That.”

Nate chuckled. “Yeah. And then you showed up, dragged me out, paid for rehab, offered me a job I didn’t deserve, and took care of me.”

“You do what you need to do for your family.” Nell shifted her weight from one foot to the other, still not turning to look at Nate. She inhaled deeply, trying to summon that part of her that was still able to be vulnerable. Nate had always brought that side out of her. “You were the only person who stood by me when everyone else turned their backs. I figured it was time I returned the favor. Especially considering my parents had you arrested for beating the shit out of Charlie.”

“Yeah, well, he deserved it after the vile shit he was saying about you. Funny how a large sum of money made that all disappear.” A sad silence settled between them. She knew exactly where Nate’s mind had drifted—to the same place hers did. To the memories of the years they had spent as children, their families and lives so intertwined. So many plans had been made for them without a single consideration for what she or Nate may have wanted.

“You were always too good for them, Nell,” Nate said.

“I was, wasn’t I?” she mused sadly, her eyes drifting to Nate, studying him. He’d always been handsome—no doubt his father’s strong genetics—but the resemblance ended there. They’d grown up together, weathering the expectations that came with wealth and status while both plotting their escape from it all. He had always been by her side.

“You sure you’re ready for whatever’s happening with Sarah?” he asked.

She didn’t answer him. Not right away, at least. Looking back out the window, she considered his question: Am I ready for whatever is happening with her? She brushed absentmindedly over her ring finger, always purposefully bare. Was she ready?

“I don’t know,” she said honestly. Because she really didn’t know how she felt. Not yet, at least. “But I do know that I like spending time with her, and I care about her.”

“Oh yeah? What’s that you say about caring about people? What’s the return-on-investment on caring these days?”

“Hard to quantify,” she said dryly, examining her nails, a smirk already tugging at the corner of her mouth. “But some of my best investments have been the riskiest. Just look at you,” she shot back quickly, with an unbothered shrug.

Nate smiled as he stretched, standing up. “You know best.” He crossed the room in a few strides, grabbing his jacket from the back of the door. “I’ll go do a final sweep, make sure the drive’s clear, the kitchen staff are squared away, and your girl doesn’t get mobbed by your silly murder-peacocks when she gets here.”

“They’re runner ducks, Nate. I’ve told you a hundred times. And they aren’t silly!” she called after him. “They help with the snails!”

“They sound like demons, whatever they are. They have no business waking me up so early in the morning,” he said, giving her one last look from the end of the hall before disappearing through the door.

Alone again in the quiet of Nate’s office, she lingered by the window, eyes sweeping over the trees. Sarah was on her way there right at that very moment, and Nell was finding it impossible to focus on anything else.

Mortimer trotted in with a high-pitched meow, his tail twitching as he jumped onto the arm of the chair next to her. “I know,” she murmured, stroking his fur. “I’m excited, too.”

The security alert pinged from her phone. The front gate had opened.

By the time the car rolled to a stop in the circular drive, Nell had made her way outside to wait. She approached, opening the rear passenger door with a smile she was unable to contain.

Sarah stepped out, adjusting her coat, but her focus was on the house, taking it in.

“Beautiful,” Sarah said, more to herself, but Nell felt it immediately—that familiar warmth that spread through her whenever she was in Sarah’s presence, like a part of her was coming alive. Right on cue.

“I know I am, thank you.” She couldn’t help the gentle tease in her tone or the way she leaned toward Sarah. “It’s good to see you again.”

She toyed with the idea of wrapping Sarah in a hug, but immediately second-guessed herself as she stood frozen, watching Sarah step just far enough away to decide for her.

“It’s good to see you, too.”

She watched as Sarah’s fingers flexed, tightening briefly around the strap of her bag. The movement she recognized from when Sarah had first arrived at the Hamptons, months before. Was she nervous being here?

“I’m glad you came.”

“I’m glad you invited me.”

Nell registered the quietness in her voice, the care behind her words. She had been so pleased when Sarah had told her she was going to come after all.

She closed the car door with a thud and led Sarah into the house. “Welcome to Greystone Hollow.”

“Greystone Hollow,” Sarah repeated. “What is it with affluent families naming their estates?”

“It makes us feel important,” Nell joked with her. “Something about building family legacy gets our rocks off.”

That earned her a flash of Sarah’s brilliant smile as they stepped inside. “You would know. You are, after all, one of my more interesting acquaintances.”

Nell froze as Sarah’s hand brushed lightly against her arm as she passed through the open door. But it wasn’t her own voice in her head registering her reaction to the touch. No, it was Nate’s question from earlier, asking if she was ready for whatever this was with Sarah. She still didn’t know.

Nell was up early the following morning, already busy in the kitchen as she moved between the sink and the fridge.

There was something about Thanksgiving that still made her feel like a little kid, that excited feeling of being surrounded by people you love. She had always enjoyed it—the family time and the rituals that never changed because they were cemented in tradition.

The kitchen was already warm, the air scented with fresh rosemary and the smell of browned butter. At some point over the last hour, she had pulled her dark hair in a loose braid to keep it back and out of her face. She wore her most chaotic apron: navy with gold embroidered lettering that read “KISS THE COOK” in obnoxiously large script, a gift from Nate. It was gaudy and over-the-top, yet perfect in every way.

She had already prepped two sides and was halfway through chopping carrots with the kind of focus usually reserved for high-stakes negotiations when a voice pulled her attention.

“You’re up early. I thought you weren’t a morning person?” Sarah said, her voice scratchy with sleep, her eyes narrowing suspiciously.

“I am when there are festivities to attend to,” Nell corrected, glancing up and smiling at Sarah, who was still in sleep-rumpled pajamas, her hair piled in a messy bun, clearly having just woken up herself.

“Coffee? One sugar and a splash of almond milk?”

“Yes, please,” Sarah said graciously as she crossed the room to join Nell, leaning one hip against the counter. “So, exactly how many people are coming for Thanksgiving? It looks like there is enough food here for a small army.”

Nell turned, smiling as she slid a mug of fresh coffee across the counter toward Sarah, their fingers brushing briefly. She quickly retracted her hand. The sudden movement caused a look of curiosity from Sarah.

“It’s just the three of us—you, me, and Nate.”

She continued to meticulously chop vegetables, all too aware that Sarah’s gaze was still firmly fixed on her, watching her.

She felt Sarah’s presence grow closer, her body slightly behind her now. The sensation put her nerves on high alert as Sarah’s voice floated softly to her over her shoulder. “You’re kind of cute when you’re being so precise.”

Nell faltered, her knife pausing mid-chop. That look, Nate had said. Haven’t seen you like this since Stephanie.

She shook the thought away, refocusing on the carrots in front of her, wanting desperately to regain some control over this moment.

“Flattery this early, Sarah? Have you forgotten the rules?”

“How could I forget the rules for this weekend when you haven’t given them to me yet?” Sarah’s response was quick, her breath hot against her ear, sending a shiver down her spine. Nell knew exactly what Sarah was doing. She was pushing the boundaries to see how far Nell would let her go.

If Sarah wanted to play, Nell would be happy to oblige.

“So your solution to the absence of explicitly stated rules was to create your own?” The words left her lips in a low, intentional purr as she set her knife down and spun on the spot.

Purposeful hands found Sarah’s hips, guiding her backward, pushing her up against the opposite counter. Palms rested on either side of her, curling around the counter’s edge. She took pleasure in the look of surprise painted across Sarah’s refined features. Even leaning against the counter, Sarah was taller than her. The proximity of their bodies forced her gaze up to meet Sarah’s as her sly smile spread.

“This is what you were after, wasn’t it?” Nell asked slowly, grazing her lips over the delicate skin just below Sarah’s left ear.

Sarah shuddered at the contact, exactly as Nell knew she would. The confirmation made her smile even more.

“You want me so badly right now,” she hissed.

Sarah reached forward to place her hands on Nell’s hips, but Nell stopped her. “Remember, Sarah. Touch only where I put you.”

She took each of Sarah’s hands in hers, marveling at the smoothness of her skin before placing them one by one to grip the edge of the counter.

Desire burned behind heavily lidded hazel eyes. “I remember,” Sarah whispered.

“So you do remember the rules, then.” She let her fingers graze Sarah’s abdomen, dipping under the hem of her pajama top, enjoying how she quickly inhaled when her fingers came to rest on her hip. “And still you broke them. You wanted to test them to see how I’d react, yes?”

Sarah nodded quickly.

“Well then, I’m sorry to disappoint, but that isn’t what I had planned for this weekend.”

She watched Sarah’s eyes squint slightly as she processed her words, searching for any sign of disappointment, but it never came.

“It’s not?” Sarah asked, clearly puzzled by Nell’s refusal.

“No, it’s not.”

She pulled away from Sarah, returning to her abandoned knife and cutting board, suddenly unable to look her in the eye as the truth—the inconvenient truth of it all—washed over her. In planning this weekend, she had not once thought about having Sarah like that. She had truly simply wanted her here.

Here with her.

That thought made her pause for a moment before she seized the opportunity she had created for herself.

“But,” she hummed as she corrected her tone lower, “come with me to Las Vegas in two weeks, and I promise I’ll make it more than worth your while.”

Sarah slid onto the stool across from her. To Nell’s surprise, she was still quiet. She could feel Sarah’s eyes on her as she resumed chopping, but she chanced a glance anyway, hazel eyes immediately catching hers.

“Can I offer an observation?” Sarah asked, over the rim of the coffee mug once again curled in her hands.

She dumped chopped asparagus into a nearby bowl, her hands continuing to busy themselves. “Always so many questions with you.”

“You did peg me as someone who likes clarity. The questions come with the territory.”

“Observe away,” Nell said, reaching for a beet next, peeling it over the trash can.

“Okay, then.” Sarah took a moment to collect the exact words she wanted to say, and Nell couldn’t help but admire how careful she always was with her words. “You’re someone who has very firm boundaries and expectations of the people around you.”

Nell nodded in agreement, running the blade of the peeler methodically over the tough beet skin.

“But how do you expect people to know what they are when you’re not clear about them?”

The peeler slowed enough for her to be sure Sarah would notice the impact of her question.

“That’s fair,” Nell said, setting the beet down and wiping her hands, but she didn’t say anything else.

Sarah took advantage of her silence. “I’m following your lead here, and when we first started this”—she gestured her hands between them—“everything felt clear, but recently it feels like you’re not quite sure where you’re leading me, and I want to make sure we’re still on the same page.”

Nell fixed her eyes on a spot on the expansive granite countertop as Sarah’s words bounced around her mind. There had been a shift since she had so confidently entered into this arrangement with Sarah. She’d thought she had done every calculation to understand the landscape of her decisions, but she hadn’t accounted for how being around Sarah would make her feel. How could someone calculate and plan for something they had never experienced before?

She rarely made miscalculations when it came to these kinds of things, yet here she was, wading deeper into a mess of her own creation.

“You told me that I have a voice and to use it with you. Consider this me following rule number one. I’m game for whatever this is, Nell. Whatever you want from me, whatever rules you have, I’m in,” Sarah said. “However, I need a little more clarity up-front as to what I’m walking into when we see each other, because I can’t keep guessing every time. I’m too much of a perfectionist to keep guessing wrong.”

Nell let a long pause pass before she answered.

“You’re right,” she said. “I haven’t been as clear as I could be with you. Starting now, however, consider clarity of the utmost importance. My intention for this weekend was to spend time with you. Think of it as a Thanksgiving for misfits—you, me, and Nate.”

“I think you mean chosen family,” Sarah said, that intoxicating smile pulling at her lips.

Family. That word felt foreign to her.

“I find,” Nell continued, “that I like being around you outside of the arrangement I proposed. I understand you, and you understand me in ways very few people have. I can see now where I could have communicated that to you better.”

There. Clear and easy. But still, hearing herself say those words out loud, admitting that she liked spending time with Sarah beyond their arrangement, sent a shiver down her spine.

Sarah’s smile deepened. “Okay. That’s a start. Now, I’m going to go shower, and then you’re going to let me help you with all of this.” She gestured to the remaining pile of food surrounding Nell that still needed to be prepared before disappearing down the hall.

Sarah returned almost an hour later, smelling faintly of vanilla, her hair falling in loose waves that framed her freckled face. Nell had been afraid that there might be some lingering awkwardness following their earlier discussion, but if it was there, neither acknowledged it. Instead, they slid smoothly back into conversation.

“Sorry that took a little longer than expected. Lily called to say happy Thanksgiving, and we got caught up talking about their plans for the rest of the week. Beth and Jamie took the girls to Palm Springs, and apparently, the house they are staying in is seriously cool—Lily’s words, not mine.” Sarah looked at the last of the food on the counter before looking back at her. “How can I help?”

Nell smiled at her across the counter. “You can help by having a seat and keeping me company while I finish up. I’m almost done. No sense in getting those hands dirty.”

“Fine, but remember I offered.”

“Duly noted,” Nell said, as she added the last of the seasoning to the turkey in the roasting pan in front of her. “How are things going for Wren? If she’s with Beth and Jamie for the weekend, I assume her parents aren’t putting up too much of a fight against the emancipation proceedings?”

Sarah hesitated, quickly glancing away. That was odd. Sarah, like herself, wasn’t one for hesitation. She looked up from the turkey, keeping silent as she waited.

Sarah flashed a small apologetic smile, tactfully changing the topic. Okay, mental note made. She would circle back to Sarah’s avoidance at a later time. But for now, she’d let Sarah steer the conversation.

“So, upstairs, I couldn’t help but notice there’s only one room with a closed door. What’s behind it?”

Nell arched a brow, knowing exactly which door she meant.

“That’s the game room,” she said, leaving it at that.

“Game room?”

“Yes. Game room.”

“And why is the door closed?”

Nell smirked, pausing her movements. “Because I don’t think you’re ready for that yet.”

The blush that rose on Sarah’s cheeks was slow and satisfying, like a prize only for her. She had always been one to enjoy her prizes.

“Now, are you done avoiding my first question?” Nell replied, returning to her prep like she hadn’t a second ago short-circuited them both.

“I wasn’t avoiding the question. There isn’t anything to mention, besides that a court date has been set and Wren’s parents have agreed to proceed.”

“Didn’t you tell me last week how resistant they were? What changed?”

Sarah’s fingers tapped nervously against the counter. “I paid them.”

Nell blinked. Whatever she had been expecting, it wasn’t that. “You what?”

“I paid them,” she said again.

“I understood what you said,” Nell stated sharply. “I don’t understand why.”

“Because Wren’s parents only cared about the money she was providing to the family. They don’t care about her, and Wren deserves better than that. So I talked to them in a language they understood,” Sarah said flatly, not meeting her eyes. “Two years’ worth of Wren’s projected earnings. And in exchange, they agreed to make the emancipation process as smooth as possible for her.”

Sarah glanced out the window before looking back at her. “And I hate that. I hate that it worked. I hate that it was effective. And I especially hate that two people cared more about money than their child.”

Nell moved to reach out to Sarah, but before she could, she realized that her hands were still covered in turkey bits and seasoning, resulting in a disjointed flap of her elbow.

“You did what you had to do to protect Wren. You’re the only person in that girl’s life to think of her first.”

“I know,” Sarah said, her voice catching slightly. “But it still feels gross. I’m not the type of person who pays people off to get her way. So, what does that say about me?”

“It says that you know how to move through a broken system.”

“Yeah, maybe. But I kind of hate that, too.”

A clattering cut the tension as Nate entered through the back door off the kitchen, flushed from his run, hoodie damp with sweat, earbuds tangled in one hand.

“Well, look at this domestic bliss,” he said, raising his hand in a slight wave. “Sarah, it’s good to see you again. Did Nell warn you yet about our little tradition?”

“Warn me? About what?”

“Oh,” Nate said, grinning as he pulled a bottle of water from the fridge. “Just that there’s a ticking clock until I have to place our annual backup sushi order.”

“Backup sushi? Nell promised me a full Thanksgiving spread if I flew all the way out here . . .” Sarah looked at her, eyes sparkling in delight.

Nell rolled her eyes as Nate continued. “You haven’t heard the legend? Nell has never successfully cooked a turkey. Not once. Twenty years of elegant side dishes that are to die for, and poultry that looks like a crime scene.”

“That only happened once. The other times were unfortunate miscalculations that resulted in various levels of char,” she said, glaring at him. “And for God’s sake, Nate, it didn’t look like a crime scene. It was⁠—”

“Collapsed like a Jenga tower.” Nate shuddered. “I still have nightmares.”

Sarah snorted. “Should I be worried?”

“Nah.” Nate flashed the Notes app on his phone toward Sarah. “I’ve already got your order drafted and ready to go—cucumber avocado, absolutely no shellfish.”

“I feel so loved,” Sarah said, nudging Nell with her elbow. “Although I kind of want to see this infamous turkey disaster.”

Later, once the prep was mostly finished and the turkey was safely (for now) in the oven, Nell stayed in the kitchen while Nate and Sarah moved into the den. From her position by the stove, she could see them on the couch, Nate already shouting at the football game. Sarah stretched out beside him, long legs tucked under a blanket, laughing at something he said.

She dried her hands, taking the opportunity to linger at the kitchen doorway while taking a measured sip of the old-fashioned she had made for herself, savoring the full-bodied flavor on her tongue. She watched the two of them—Nate, her oldest, dearest friend, and Sarah, her . . . well, she didn’t quite know what Sarah was to her yet. It was unnerving how easily Sarah fit here, in her home, like she should have been here all along. Unnerving, yes, but not entirely unexpected.

“Do either of you need anything from the kitchen?” she called to the pair.

“I’ll take a glass of whatever you’re drinking,” Sarah called, and Nell caught the smile she gave her from across the room.

Nell expertly crafted Sarah’s drink before joining her and Nate. Their fingers brushed ever so slightly as she handed over the crystal tumbler to Sarah. She briefly eyed the empty cushion next to her before opting for the plush armchair instead. As Sarah and Nate watched the game, Nell pulled out a well-worn paperback she kept on the shelf for rare lazy days—a sapphic, end-of-the-world, second-chance romance.

She was halfway through an action-packed chapter, lost in the story, when she smelled it.

Burning.

She bolted upright, nearly knocking her book to the floor. “No—no, no, no⁠—”

Sarah looked up, startled. “What⁠—”

“The turkey,” Nell said, already running for the kitchen, knowing it was too late.

Smoke billowed as she opened the oven door, the bird inside already blackened in patches, one side sunken, the entire thing glistening in a way that suggested it had both overcooked and undercooked simultaneously.

Nate peered at her, arms crossed, fighting to contain his smile.

“It’s a masterpiece, Nellie. Truly. Your best turkey yet.”

Sarah appeared behind them a moment later, her face caught between sympathy and amusement. “It’s definitely something.” She bit her lip, also attempting to hide her laugh.

“I hate both of you,” Nell muttered, but they were all already laughing.

“Smile with the turkey, please,” Nate said. “I need the photo for my scrapbook. You, too, Sarah. Get in there.”

Nell obliged, sneaking a lewd gesture at Nate that Sarah definitely noticed, but Sarah leaned in next to her, slipping an arm around her waist, her body immediately stiffening at the touch before relaxing into the heat of Sarah’s hand resting gently on her hip.

[image: ]


That night, after they had all gone to their respective rooms, there was a quiet knock on her door.

“It’s me,” came Sarah’s muffled voice.

Nell froze before sliding out from under the covers, padding barefoot across the old wooden floors, and opening the door to find Sarah standing there in a T-shirt and pajama pants.

“I couldn’t sleep. I saw your light was still on and thought maybe we could talk for a bit.”

“Come in,” she said quietly, opening the door wider to allow Sarah entrance to her bedroom. She inhaled as Sarah brushed past her, that same faint scent of warm vanilla filling her with comfort.

Sarah, to her surprise, had made herself right at home in Nell’s room, plopping down onto the bed, fluffing the pillows as she nestled in. Nell paused momentarily, unsure whether she should join Sarah or remain standing; she decided it would be awkward if she stood.

“Sure, go ahead, get comfortable,” she mused, reaching for a remote on the bedside table, turning on the gas fireplace opposite the bed, casting a glow across the room before climbing into the bed herself.

“Don’t worry, I will.” Sarah laughed. “I need to get the name of the place you get your mattresses from. Every bed of yours I’ve been in has been so comfortable.”

Nell felt the heat rising involuntarily in her cheeks as she thought of the time in the Hamptons where she had had Sarah in her bed. “Don’t,” she warned Sarah softly.

“Your mind went there, not mine.”

Sarah rolled onto her side, and she could feel Sarah’s eyes on hers as she kept hers determinedly focused on the dancing flames in the fireplace.

“You said you wanted to talk?”

“Isn’t that what we’re doing?”

“I guess one could say that, but usually the person who initiates the conversation also supplies the topic of discussion.”

“Fair enough. Let’s talk about our ‘arrangement,’ as you keep calling it.”

That got her attention—the arrangement. Of course Sarah would want to talk about that.

“How do these usually go for you? I assume I’m not the only woman you’ve done this with⁠—”

“There haven’t been other arrangements, not like this,” Nell cut in.

She didn’t know what had come over her. She could have easily let Sarah continue the belief that she was merely a number in a line of women to her. But it was important that she make the correction that Sarah wasn’t just anyone to her. She rolled on her side to meet Sarah’s gaze.

“Oh.” Sarah’s eyes searched hers.

“You seem surprised by that.”

“I am. I thought this was kind of like your thing?”

Nell let out a quiet breath as she settled deeper into the mattress. Firelight cast a dim glow across Sarah’s face, bathing her in amber light.

“It’s not my thing,” she said carefully. “Well, not entirely. The control part is because, let’s be honest, I have some control issues. But there has never been anyone like you.” She grinned slightly, but Sarah’s expression didn’t shift.

“Why me?”

If it were anyone else asking her this question, Nell would have sidestepped it with a distraction in the form of a well-timed kiss or redirected the moment with a joke. But she respected Sarah too much to do that to her. She was too smart for her usual tactics.

“Because with you, it doesn’t feel transactional. It’s not about control for control’s sake. It’s . . . I don’t know. You hand me the reins, and I feel”—she sighed, searching for the right word—“trusted.”

Sarah was quiet for a moment as Nell waited anxiously for her response.

“I do trust you. I trust you to take control.” Sarah let out a deep breath, rolling onto her back. “I’ve spent my whole life trying to control every little outcome. I manage expectations and always plan five moves ahead—with Lily and at work. Even with Beth.” She gave a small, tired laugh. “Especially with Beth.”

Nell listened, her fingers tracing invisible lines into the comforter between them.

“But, that control hasn’t exactly worked out in my favor, and I think it’s time I learn how to let go a little.” Sarah turned back to face her, the flicker of fire catching her eyes. “Letting go, submitting, if that’s the word we’re using, it’s been the only thing in my life recently that has made me feel like I can breathe.”

Nell swallowed at the exciting weight of Sarah’s admission and the power of that responsibility.

“When you ask me for obedience, it doesn’t feel like a demand. It feels like a relief because, for the first time, I can let go completely, knowing that I’m not going to fall. You would never let me. I like surrendering to someone I can trust not to misuse that power.”

Nell’s voice dipped. “Power can be addictive.”

Sarah studied her in the low light. “Is it for you?”

“Always with the questions, Sarah.” Her smile curled on her lips as she thought for a moment. “I wouldn’t say power is addictive to me. Not in the way you might think, at least. It’s not about control for the sake of dominance. I have no interest in dominance. I do, however, have an interest in the power that comes with trust. And knowing that someone is choosing to give me that control? That kind of trust humbles me more than it empowers me.”

Sarah gave her a long, pensive look. “That’s not what I expected you to say.”

“Were you expecting something more arrogant?”

“I don’t know,” Sarah said contemplatively. “I’m still trying to figure you out.”

Silence stretched between them, making her feel strangely vulnerable beneath Sarah’s gaze. She shifted, the duvet rustling gently. “Well,” she said lightly. “I do like to keep you on your toes.”

“You do.” Sarah’s lips twitch, curving into a smile. “Constantly.”

Another silence. Then . . .

“What are we?” Nell blurted out suddenly, the words catching her off guard.

“What do you mean?” Sarah asked.

“I mean . . . you called me ‘your most interesting acquaintance’ earlier.”

“Did I?” Sarah said, with a bemused look.

“You did,” Nell said. “Is that all you think we are?”

Sarah propped her head on one hand as she looked at her, and she suddenly felt nervous to hear her honest answer. “I didn’t know if I was allowed to feel any differently,” she answered hesitantly.

“I don’t control how you feel.” Nell’s voice dropped lower into that slightly commanding tenor she knew Sarah responded to. She couldn’t help herself. “But tell me, what do you think we are?”

Sarah’s gaze drifted to the fireplace before landing back on her. “I’d like to think we’re at least friends.”

“Friends?” she repeated, surprised. It had been so long since she had a friend.

Sarah’s mouth twitched in delight at her confusion. “Yes, Nell. Friends. It’s not that complicated. Aside from the arrangement, we talk regularly and enjoy spending time together. We share things about our lives. You let me in. And I’ve let you in, too. I think that qualifies as friendship. Don’t you?”

Nell nodded slowly. “It’s been a long time since I made a new friend.”

“Same,” Sarah said, her voice quieting. “I forgot how nice it feels.”

Both went quiet again.

“I think I needed a friend more than I realized,” Sarah added, after a moment. “Especially one who doesn’t expect me to be anything I’m not.”

“You don’t ever have to perform with me, well, you know, unless I tell you to.” Nell smirked as Sarah swatted at her playfully.

“I know,” Sarah said. “That’s why I’m here. In your bed. Talking about power and feelings and other terrifyingly vulnerable shit.”

That made her laugh. “I should warn you, I’m a terrible friend. I’m actually terrible at most relationships,” she admitted.

“You say that like it’s a fact when it really sounds like an opinion.”

“It feels like a fact,” she said, sitting up a little more.

Sarah shifted beside her, criss-crossing her legs, looking at her with eyes that implored her for more.

“I was engaged once.”

Nell could see the surprise on Sarah’s expression hidden in the subtle lift of her eyebrows.

“Really?”

She nodded. “Stephanie—Steph. We met right after college. I was interning with Angela Dupree, and she was already working on Wall Street. Even back then, Steph was the kind of woman people noticed when she walked into a room. Always heels and power suits and ambitious as hell. Exactly my type.”

“She sounds intense.”

“She was, in the best and worst ways. I was drawn to her confidence. She moved through the world like she belonged in every room. I thought if I stayed close enough, maybe that would rub off on me. We clicked immediately. We had the same values, same ambitions, same obsession with control and success.”

A small puff of breath pushed past her lips as she continued. “So we built a little life together. Or at least started to. We had the condo. A shared calendar. A close group of friends. And a cat. On paper, it was perfect. The next step was marriage. We had already talked about it, so I proposed.”

Sarah was silent, letting her speak at her own pace.

“I kept waiting for it to feel real, but it never did. I chalked it up to being numb to the feeling of love after everything I had been through with my family. But I still kept waking up beside her every day, thinking, Is this what love is supposed to feel like? Is this all there is?”

“What did she feel like to you?”

“Like a reminder of where I had come from. She was a safe choice, and she looked at me like I was everything. And I couldn’t look at her the same way. I tried, but there was always this disconnect, like I was standing outside of my own life, watching it play out and feeling zero connection to it.”

She sank into the pillows as the honesty of her words sat heavy on her tongue.

Sarah’s brows drew together, empathetically. “So you ended it?”

“I had to. I watched her one night across the dinner table,” she said, staring into the fire. “She had this look, like I was the prize she’d been waiting for her whole life. And I remember thinking, I don’t know how to deserve that. Pretending for so long was starting to catch up with me. And Steph deserved better than that.”

“Were you heartbroken?” Sarah asked quietly.

“I wasn’t. She was. And that made me feel like something in me was broken. I feel like I’m wired differently from everyone else because I never felt the same way about Steph as she did about me. Like I wasn’t capable of being loved that way . . . or loving back.”

“Or maybe she wasn’t the right person.”

Nell considered those words for a moment, lying on her back, looking up at the ceiling. “Maybe.”

Sarah might have been right. After all, Nell operated under the assumption that anything was possible until proven impossible. And a part of her wanted to believe that there was still that chance, but a bigger part of her, the part that she trusted the most, had given up that belief long ago.

After another long stretch of silence, Nell spoke again. “I’ve never told anyone that whole story before. Not even Nate.”

Sarah’s voice was thick next to her. “Why tell me?” she asked, with a yawn, eyes heavy with sleep.

“I don’t know. Maybe because you’re here, in my bed, talking about terrifyingly vulnerable shit.”

Sarah smiled at her sleepily. “It’s a good bed for that, apparently.”

“Apparently,” Nell agreed, as she listened to the sound of Sarah’s breathing begin to slow as she fought sleep.

“I’m going to go back to my room,” Sarah said a few moments later. But Nell surprised herself as her hand reached out, fingers wrapping delicately around Sarah’s wrist.

“No. Please stay. I want you here,” she said softly.

“Yes, ma’am.” Sarah smiled, getting comfortable under the covers.

Nell reached out and gently tugged the duvet higher around Sarah’s shoulders.

“You’re not so terrible at relationships, you know,” Sarah’s sleepy voice said.

“I have my moments.”

“This is one of them.”
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ELEVEN
SARAH
RULE #7: FUCK THE MONEY.


Sarah 10:46 PM


Don’t hate me. I know I’m supposed to be on a flight to Vegas tomorrow morning, but I won’t be able to come until Saturday. Wren changed her mind and wants me to be at the hearing tomorrow.




Nell 10:48 PM


I could never hate you. Do what you need to. I’ll see you on Saturday. But I do insist you take the jet. —N




Sarah 10:49 PM


Oh, you insist?




Nell 10:50 PM


Yes. I do. Your new itinerary is in your inbox. Good night, Sarah. —N
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Sarah sat quietly on a chair in the corner of the judge’s chambers in the Juvenile Court of King County, Washington, the following morning. She watched Wren closely as she sat stiffly in the chair in front of the judge’s desk, her curls pulled back into a low, tight braid, wearing a blazer she had borrowed from Sarah that was too large for her lanky frame. The blazer had been Wren’s idea. She said it made her look “more adult,” but all Sarah could see was a teenage girl trying her best to be strong.

The attorney beside her, a maternal woman named Elise, was speaking now as she calmly and confidently explained the terms of emancipation: Wren’s financial independence, stable housing, continued education. Letters of support from adults in Wren’s life, including Jamie, her teammate Shannon York, Wren’s coaches, and Sarah, all attesting to Wren’s maturity, were also presented. Wren checked every single box needed as Elise laid out the evidence with a precision Sarah couldn’t help but respect.

To the left of Wren sat two chairs meant for her parents, but they were empty. They hadn’t shown up, and Sarah wasn’t shocked by that in the slightest. They had taken the money and cut out, exactly as she’d known they would, because that had been the agreement.

The judge listened to Wren’s attorney as she flipped through the documents. Sarah knew this case was likely one of dozens on the docket. She knew Wren was, in the eyes of the law, little more than a line item needing resolution. But sitting here, watching Wren pretend she wasn’t watching the door, looking for her mother one last time before the hearing started, Sarah couldn’t stop her hands from curling into fists as her anger at the whole situation filled her.

“Miss Parker,” the judge said, directing her attention to Wren. “You understand that this decision, if granted, means your parents will no longer have any obligation to support you under the eyes of the law. You and you alone will be responsible for your welfare. That means financial, educational, medical, and otherwise. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Your Honor,” Wren said confidently.

“And you still wish to proceed with this petition?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Okay, then,” the judge said, stamping the file in front of her. “The court grants the petition for emancipation. Effective immediately, Wren Parker, you are now recognized as a legal adult in the state of Washington.”

Wren sat perfectly still before nodding in acknowledgment. Elise leaned in to whisper something in her ear, but Wren only nodded again, pushing her chair back and rising to her feet.

When she turned, her eyes found Sarah’s in an instant. For a second—the shortest second—Sarah saw it. The grief. The hurt. The aching, empty space where her parents should’ve been. Then it vanished.

Sarah rose to meet her, keeping her voice low. “You okay?”

Wren shrugged. “I didn’t expect them to come.”

That wasn’t what Sarah had asked, but she didn’t press. She reached out and gently touched Wren’s elbow. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get some lunch. You get to pick. Anywhere you want.”

Wren hesitated. “This is really dumb, but can we go to the Space Needle?”

Sarah tilted her head, not quite understanding.

“I want to see the city,” Wren said. “From above. Like . . . all of it. I’ve never been to the Space Needle. My parents always promised we’d go together one day, and, well, I’ve lived in Seattle for a year now and I still haven’t been.”

Sarah swallowed against the sudden lump in her throat. It was such an innocent request, but one that clearly meant a great deal to Wren.

“Yeah,” she said. “Yeah, we can definitely do that.”

Sarah slipped her arm around Wren’s shoulders as they walked out of the building and onto the busy downtown street.

“You should be really proud of yourself, Wren. It took a lot of bravery to ask for what you needed. I know I’m proud of you.”

“I am.” Wren smiled weakly as Sarah gave her shoulders one last squeeze, then they slid into the back of the car waiting for them.
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The next morning, the jet Nell had arranged for her landed at a tiny airstrip in the middle of the Nevada desert. She looked out the window, wondering where the hell Nell had flown her, but at this point, she had enough trust in Nell to go with it rather than follow her usual impulse to ask questions.

She stepped out of the aircraft and onto the tarmac before laughing at the sight of Nell, who was leaning against the hood of a lavender-colored Lamborghini Aventador.

“This is so unnecessary,” Sarah said, smiling at Nell.

“Who said it’s for you? I like fast cars. And besides, isn’t the color beautiful?” She watched as Nell ran an elegant finger across the hood of the car. “I had it custom-made as a gift to myself. Purple is my favorite color.” Nell pushed off the hood, then leaned in to Sarah and placed a swift kiss on each of her cheeks. “How was the flight? Were you well taken care of?”

“You know you always take care of me.”

“I know, but I like hearing you say it. Come. We’ve got an errand to run,” she said coyly.

“An errand? Is that why you flew me out here, to the middle of nowhere, instead of directly to Vegas?”

“Guilty,” Nell said, before popping the hood of the car, revealing the trunk. She reached out, taking the suitcase from her. Nell was nothing short of chivalrous. She closed the hood with a dazzling smile that stretched wide as she pulled her sunglasses down. “Let’s ride.” Her grin was almost criminal, but it was a look Sarah had come to know well—one Nell showed only when she was most pleased in watching her plans unfold perfectly.

Sarah slid into the passenger seat, taking in the custom lavender leather interior and quickly recalling the last time she had been in a fast car with Nell. Heat spread through her at the thought.

“You wanted clarity about what to expect when we’re together,” Nell said, as she fastened her seatbelt. Sarah did the same.

The engine purred to life beneath them as Nell pulled out of the hangar and onto a two-lane highway, taking them deeper into the desert.

“I told you I would make this trip worth your while. Don’t worry, that still stands true. But for the next few hours, it’s just you and me—two friends going on a desert adventure.” Nell took a hard left-hand turn, accelerating quickly. The force of the maneuver caused Sarah to lean farther back in her seat. “Tonight, however, I will need you to be on your best behavior for me.”

Yeah. There was never a dull moment with Nell, and that only made Sarah smile even more.

After a quick pull-off at a roadside diner in the middle of nowhere that Nell insisted on stopping at for “the best peach pie in Nevada”—and it really did live up to the hype—they got back on the road. The sun hung heavy in the sky above the desert, casting long shadows across the rocks.

Neither said much for the next twenty minutes. The silence felt like a breath of fresh air, one long, deep inhale as she settled into the contentment of being in Nell’s aura. She stole a look at Nell, her signature long dark hair secured in a fishtail braid, but that hadn’t stopped little wispy strands from escaping to frame her high cheekbones.

“I can feel you staring,” Nell said, as she made another unexpected turn, this time into a cluster of nondescript storage units surrounded by nothing but desert and a chain-link fence topped with barbed wire.

“I was thinking how much I like it when you have your hair braided like this.” Sarah reached over and picked up the end of Nell’s braid, her fingers grazing her collarbone with the slightest touch. Sarah was pushing a boundary. She was aware of that, but she couldn’t help herself. “You had it the same way at Thanksgiving.”

Sarah let the end of the braid fall from her fingers as Nell pulled the car to a stop in front of a gate. She glanced around the lot, confused.

“This is now the second time you’ve driven me to somewhere mildly sketchy in one of your fancy cars. Is this a pastime of yours I should be aware of? Or is this the part where you reveal you’re one of those billionaire doomsday preppers with a bunker full of freeze-dried food and gold bars?”

Nell didn’t laugh; simply keyed in a code at the gate.

“I personally wouldn’t use the word prepper, but yes,” Nell said, “and it would be naive of me not to be.”

Sarah blinked in disbelief. “Wait—are you serious? I was joking.”

“Deadly serious,” Nell said plainly. “Money buys you access to all sorts of things. Information is one of them. Once you know the things I do, you stop assuming everything will always be fine, and you start planning for when it’s not. You know how I hate to be unprepared.”

The gate clicked open, and Nell drove inside.

“Forty-two, forty-two . . . ah, here we are,” Nell mumbled to herself, pulling the car to a stop. “You live in one of the most geologically unstable regions in the United States,” she continued, stepping out of the vehicle. “Your region is susceptible to earthquakes, tsunamis, and volcanoes, and you’re telling me you’re not prepared for any of that? Those are only the environmental concerns. Don’t get me started on supply chain collapse, civil unrest, and the ever-looming possibility of a rapid descent into fascism.”

Nell’s eyes narrowed, and Sarah stepped out of the car. “I’m sorry. I’m just—” She laughed slightly at the absurdity of this conversation. “You have a survival stash?”

“Several,” Nell said, pulling open the unit’s metal door. Inside was a pristine, air-conditioned space. Industrial shelves stood stacked with neatly labeled crates, sealed drums, and sleek containers. Medical kits. Water filtration systems. Emergency comms gear. A few weapons. Solar tech. Even a satellite phone mounted on the wall.

Sarah took it in, her lips parting slightly. “Jesus.”

“I’ll have Nate coordinate with you,” Nell said absently, as she scanned a clipboard she had grabbed from a hook on the wall. “He’ll set you up with the basics. Emergency go-bags, nonperishable items, and backup power. Those kinds of things. Nothing extravagant.”

“I don’t need⁠—”

“Yes, you do,” Nell cut in, her piercing eyes looking directly at her now. “It’s the kind of thing people don’t think about until it’s too late, and I won’t have that for you. I care about you too much. Plus, if the world is going to end one day, I think it would be fun for us to have our Thelma & Louise moment, and we can’t do that if you go out in the first wave.”

One day. The future. Nell wanted Sarah in her life for that long? That was new information to her.

Sarah crossed her arms, both impressed and shocked, taking it all in. “This is . . . a lot. Why do you have all this here? You don’t even live here.”

“Do you really think the end of the world is going to conveniently wait for me to be at home?” Nell looked at her patiently, as though her question was the most normal one in the world. “I have storage units like this all over the country. It’s just smart,” she said. “Don’t mistake my preparedness for paranoia.”

“So why are we here? Checking in on your bug-out supplies?”

Nell’s smile was placating. “No. All of this”—she waved a hand as her eyes darted to the clipboard again—“is getting moved up to Minnesota.”

Sarah studied her for a long moment, then shook her head, deciding not to ask for more details. She was fine letting Nell play her cryptic little games. “Leave it to you to make an emergency plan feel like a love language.”

Nell smirked. “Oh, darling, this isn’t my love language.” She leaned in, her voice lowering slightly. “Tonight is my love language.”

She scribbled something on the clipboard, then placed it back on the hook before shutting and locking the unit door behind them.
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The floor of the Palms casino echoed with laughter and the melodic chime of slot machines. Sarah barely registered any of it as velvet moved against her skin, the black floor-length Balenciaga gown Nell had picked out for her hugging her curves in all the right ways.

She found the entrance to the private room Nell had set up for the evening’s charity event and made her way past the two discreetly dressed security guards. She paused inside, taking a deep breath, centering herself in the role she was about to play for Nell. She scanned the room, searching for the familiar dark hair. Gold light shimmered from elaborate chandeliers as people moved in tailored tuxedos and couture gowns, but it took her only seconds to find Nell.

Sarah spotted her seated at one of the blackjack tables, her posture impossibly relaxed, with one arm draped over the back of her chair, deep in conversation with a woman Sarah recognized as Senator Renee Fairchild from Connecticut. The senator was laughing, her hand resting lightly on Nell’s forearm as she leaned in closer, her smile conspiratorial. Sarah felt an uncomfortable tug in her chest as she watched Nell’s response.

She didn’t know what they were talking about, but she found herself a little jealous that this woman was currently commanding Nell’s full attention, having her hang on her every word, when all Sarah wanted was to be that person. But that thought quickly vanished as Nell’s gaze found hers, and a slow smile curled across her dark-red lips.

Nell’s expression shifted subtly as a look of pleasure, pride, and the slightest hint of command accompanied her smile. With a tiny tilt of her chin, she delivered her approval, her gaze lingering a little longer than usual, and Sarah could almost hear Nell’s low, throaty voice in her ear saying, You look perfect. Now go and shine for me.

That look emboldened her, flowing through every inch of her.

Sarah smiled and nodded in acknowledgment, already moving across the floor. They were fluent in their nonverbal language by now. She didn’t need Nell to say a word to know exactly what she wanted her to do: mingle, be seen, impress, and—most importantly—make Nell look good.

She moved through the room like Nell had taught her. Always do a lap first and make a point to greet the people you know. Networking before fun, she reminded herself. As she floated between groups, she was surprised at how many people remembered her from Nell’s various introductions over the last few months. But with every conversation, one constant remained: she could always feel Nell’s watchful eyes on her.

She found an opening at a roulette table near the champagne bar. Before she could say a word, a waitress approached and set a crystal tumbler at her elbow.

“Bourbon on the rocks, compliments of Ms. Stanhope.”

It was an open bar—she knew that—but that didn’t stop the slight flutter in her stomach at the thought of Nell pausing her conversation with such an important person to make sure Sarah had her favorite drink. She took a sip, letting the bourbon settle her nerves. The warmth filled her from the inside out. It tasted expensive and quietly possessive, just like Nell.

“Look at you, Ms. Gallagher,” came a familiar southern drawl from beside her. “If looks could kill, we’d all be in trouble.”

Sarah turned to see Angela Dupree, timeless in a navy silk jumpsuit and diamonds that glittered against her dark skin. Her presence at this table would have rattled Sarah before, but not now. Sarah just smiled.

“Angela, hello. I didn’t know you’d be here tonight, or else I would have made a point to find you sooner.”

“I’m everywhere, sweetness. I’m also at an age where I like to hang back and watch the kids work the room before I step in.” She grinned as she slipped into the open space beside her, her eyes moving over the spinning wheel, watching the balls progress. “Nell has taught you well, I see. Then again, a woman as intelligent as you probably doesn’t need much instruction.”

She could have sworn Angela winked at her. Sarah forced her attention back on Angela as she continued to speak, each placing their bets. Sarah decided to play it safe and bet one hundred dollars on even. Her strategy had always been outside bets—lower risk with a higher chance of payout over time.

“You’ve had quite the impressive career win since we met over the summer. That data privacy case of yours was a clever and artful interpretation of the law.”

The clattering of the ball drowned out her observation as it made its way round and round before dropping into a red pocket. Sarah didn’t even glance at the result. She was too focused on the way Angela was watching her. It was eerily familiar.

“Place your bets,” called the dealer to the small crowd gathered around the table. Sarah took another one-hundred-dollar chip and made the same bet as before. Angela matched her bet with a smile as the dealer sent the ball spinning again.

“I’ve always had this talent,” Angela said, sipping her wine. “That’s what my mother, rest her soul, used to tell me. You see, I’ve always been able to tell when someone’s heart isn’t fully in the work they do. And yours, honey—let’s just say I’ve never heard a heart speak quite as loud.”

Sarah froze.

The words cut through her like a clean incision, leaving an ache in their path. She hadn’t said those doubts out loud, not even to Nell, and here was Angela—a woman she barely knew—reading them in her posture, in the way her eyes hesitated over the table before every bet.

“I’m not saying you should quit,” Angela said lightly. “I can see that you are a little too risk-averse for that.” Angela tilted her head slightly, her eyes landing on the chip where she had placed her bet. “But if I were you, I’d think about what excites me and follow that feeling to where you want to be. One of the cruelest parts of human existence is that we’ve tricked ourselves into believing we can only do one thing our whole lives.”

The ball rolled to a stop again, landing on seven. “Not that you asked for my advice, but you don’t owe anyone the version of success you thought you wanted at twenty-three. That version is allowed to, and should, change over time. There’s always time to chase a new dream or follow a new whim.”

Before Sarah could respond, a familiar presence slid behind her, overwhelming her senses with a scent she instantly recognized but had never found a name for. It was clean without being floral, woodsy without being overpowering, and smoky in the best way. It was so bespoke that she wouldn’t be surprised if it had been custom-made for Nell.

A hand found the small of her back, and Sarah turned instinctively. She nearly forgot how to speak because—God, Nell.

She had only seen her from across the room earlier, but now, up close, Nell looked like a goddamn fever dream. Her white chiffon blouse, so soft and sheer, glowed under the chandelier light, with a black pussy-bow tied at her throat, and her trousers tailored within an inch of indecency. Her hair was slicked back into a high ponytail that tumbled in perfect waves down her back.

Sarah’s mouth went dry. “Hi,” she managed.

Nell leaned in, brushing her lips just behind her ear. “You’re breathtaking,” she whispered. “How’s your luck tonight?”

“Still finding it,” Sarah replied, willing her pulse to slow.

Nell stayed close, her fingers trailing casually down Sarah’s back in a way that made it nearly impossible for her to focus on anything else. Nell didn’t seem bothered at all, merely continued as she made charming conversation with the table.

“I trust you aren’t giving Sarah a hard time, Angela.”

“I would never.” Angela scoffed, her hand coming to rest in an imaginary pearl-clutch. “We were simply having some candid career conversations. You know me, always on the lookout to poach top talent when I see it.” Angela winked at her as the dealer called for another round of bets.

“Room for one more?” came a voice at Sarah’s right. She turned and was surprised to find herself face-to-face with Senator Fairchild.

“Yes, of course,” she said quickly, shifting slightly closer to Nell, who welcomed the proximity by leaning around Sarah to make the introduction.

“I don’t think you two have met. Sarah, this is Renee Fairchild, senator from Connecticut. Renee, this is Sarah Gallagher. She’s a partner at Braxton, Pryce, and Gallagher. You probably heard about that big case she recently closed.” Sarah’s stomach lurched at the mention.

“Data privacy, right?” Renee said, as she shook Sarah’s hand.

“Yes. It’s thrilling stuff,” she joked. “All in a day’s work.”

She wanted desperately to steer the conversation away from her work. Nell must have sensed her discomfort because she took control, redirecting the conversation to Angela and Renee. Sarah listened as the three women went back and forth, Nell making some offhanded observation about odds and instinct.

Nell leaned toward her, her hot breath against sensitive skin, sending a shiver through Sarah. “I want you to bet with my money,” she murmured, sliding a chip to her. “Five hundred thousand. Place the bet, and don’t disappoint.”

Sarah choked slightly, having taken the most inopportune sip of her drink. “I—Nell, that’s—No. Absolutely not. That’s ridiculous. I can’t⁠—”

“Rule number seven, Sarah,” she said calmly. “Fuck the money.”

Sarah stared at her, trying not to drown in the fire those words lit inside her.

“I want to watch you take a risk,” Nell continued, voice quiet, only for her. “Do something that makes you uncomfortable. Let go. Place a bet because it feels right even if you aren’t sure what the outcome will be. Let me worry about the money.”

Sarah hesitated a second longer before inching the half-million-dollar chip forward.

“Black thirteen,” she said, holding her breath as every pair of eyes at the table landed on her. She glanced at Nell only to find that sly, Cheshire-cat smile firmly in place.

“Good girl,” Nell purred in her ear.

The dealer nodded and spun the wheel. The table went silent and watched as the ball clinked, skipped, and danced its way to its final resting place.

Black thirteen.

Sarah blinked. She had to blink again to believe what she was seeing as she turned to Nell, shocked and breathless.

Nell was glowing like she’d just watched Sarah walk on water.

“I—”

Nell didn’t let her finish. “Again,” she whispered. “Same amount. Your choice. Trust yourself.”

Sarah didn’t even remember what number she called next. She only remembered the way Nell was watching her—every whisper of encouragement, every hot brush of breath against her ear, every tiny purr of pleasure as the wheel landed in her favor. By the time the final bet was placed and the wheel stilled for the last time, Sarah felt like she was floating.

The room was loud with celebration, but all she could hear was Nell’s praise.

At the end of the evening, they stepped into the private elevator for the penthouse. The ride was silent for exactly one second before Nell was on her, pushing her back against the mirrored wall, hands finding her waist, her jaw, the soft edge of her exposed collarbone.

“You were exceptional tonight,” Nell breathed, trailing kisses down her neck. “Do you have any idea how hard it was not to drag you away the second you made that first bet?”

Sarah barely managed a breath, her head tipped back, mouth open with something between a moan and a laugh escaping her parted lips.

“And when you won? God, I was so proud of you.”

“It was luck,” she gasped, as Nell’s fingers tangled in her hair, lips brushing below her ear again.

“It wasn’t just luck.” Nell lifted her chin, and Sarah met her kiss with greedy, open-mouthed heat, her arms winding around Nell’s waist, and this time, she noticed, Nell didn’t stop her hands from coming to rest on her hips.

“You did it,” Nell whispered between kisses. “You took the risk.”

“You made me.”

“No.” Nell pulled back enough to look into her eyes. Sarah had never seen her eyes like this: dark steel and blown pupils. “I gave you permission. You made the choice.”

Sarah melted under the weight of that praise. Felt the control she’d held on to for years unraveling slowly, safely, and beautifully.

“Fuck the money, right?” Sarah whispered, dizzy with the feeling.

Nell smiled against her mouth. “Exactly.”

The elevator opened with a pleasing chime, revealing a private foyer bathed in warm light. The city stretched out beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows, a horizon of sparkling diamonds spilled across the darkness of the desert.

She followed Nell in silence, their fingers laced together as Nell pulled her across the polished marble floors.

They passed through the living room and into the bedroom. That’s when Sarah saw it. Three items lay purposefully on the bed: a stack of money—$10,000 in clean, unbent bills—a small, compact vibrator, and a strap-on with gleaming silver hardware.

Her breath caught high in her throat as she tried to piece together what Nell had in store for her. An excited thrill shot through her as anticipation built, only causing the heat to spread even more.

Nell stepped behind her, guiding her gently forward until she stood in front of the bed.

“Heels off,” Nell murmured, her voice like smoke curling along the edge of Sarah’s spine. She obliged, sliding her heels off so that, with Nell’s still on, they were at the same height. “I promised you that I would make this trip worth your while. Just like you made it worth mine.”

Sarah didn’t move. She was a live wire, every inch of her alert, waiting, wanting, and wondering what Nell was going to do next.

“You were perfect tonight,” Nell continued, hands finding the zipper of Sarah’s gown. “I watched you from across the room all evening. Your poise, your confidence, the way you carried yourself . . . you’ve come so far since August. You’re more comfortable being in spaces that challenge you than when we first met.”

Nell slid the zipper down tantalizingly slow, making her sit in her desire. The cool air of the room kissed her skin as the straps slipped from her shoulders, velvet pooling at her feet as her dress fell to the ground.

Nell stepped back to appreciate the sight of Sarah’s naked body before her, her expression nothing short of adoration. That look surged through Sarah, tightening her shoulders ever so slightly.

“You looked extraordinarily beautiful tonight, and you knew it.”

Sarah turned her head as Nell spoke, following her words as she moved and picked up the stack of money, removing the band that secured the bills.

“It’s been UV sanitized,” Nell said offhandedly. “You didn’t think I’d bring just any stack of cash into our bed, did you?”

That earned her a faint laugh. “I would expect nothing less from you,” Sarah whispered, attention locked on the way Nell fanned the bills out between her fingers like a deck of cards.

“I’ve always been obsessed with money.” Nell’s voice was tender, her eyes fixed on the hundred-dollar notes. “The smell of it. The weight of it in your hand. Its ability to say things for you, to make people listen before you even speak. Since I was old enough to understand that money runs the world, I wanted as much of it as I could get.”

She stepped close again, and Sarah couldn’t help the gasp that escaped her parted lips as Nell ran a single bill down the curve of her back.

“But recently,” she continued, dragging another bill across Sarah’s hip, then lower, “I’ve been thinking differently.”

Nell leaned in, lips at Sarah’s ear. “Fuck. The. Money.”

A rustle of paper followed as Nell tossed the fistful of bills across the bed, sending them fluttering through the air. One by one, they settled into place.

“Lie down,” Nell instructed.

Sarah obeyed instantly, lying down across the bed, the cool crinkle of paper currency sending her into sensory overdrive.

Nell picked up the vibrator—a sleek, black little thing that hummed quietly in her hand. Sarah couldn’t help the way her eyes widened as Nell traced it down the inside of her thigh and back up in a calculated torture.

Nell knew exactly what she was doing as she pressed it gently against her clit.

“Nell—” Her name came out in an unrecognizable gasp as Sarah reached out to grab a fistful of the bedspread but only found crisp bills.

Her hips rolled up to catch Nell’s movements, but she was always just behind. Every pass of the vibrator against her made a fire shoot straight to her center.

“You feel this?” Nell asked, kissing below her ribs. “This is how good girls get rewarded.”

She arched, legs tightening, but when she was right at the edge, right there⁠—

Nell stopped.

“What—no,” Sarah whimpered, eyes wide, looking to Nell for an explanation as to why the hell she had just stopped when she was so close. She was met with that signature smirk.

“Not yet.”

Nell’s words were like silk on her ears, but there was something different. The air in the room had shifted. Nell’s gaze was glued to her, darker now, hungrier than she’d ever seen before as her eyes swept unabashedly over her.

No one had ever looked at her like that in her entire forty-five years on this planet—like she was something valuable.

“Put the harness on, now,” Nell said, tossing the vibrator aside and tugging at the black ties of the pussy bow still secured around her collar.

Fuck.

Holy fuck.

Sarah sat up, legs shaking, reaching for the strap-on. This was happening; it was really happening. She fastened the straps around her hips with trembling fingers that she tried to hide. Be cool, she told herself. She was going to fuck Nell.

The sudden shift of power was dizzying, and she fumbled with the last snap, securing the sheath of the dildo in place. When she looked up, her mouth fell open. Nell was naked, and the sight nearly ended her.

It wasn’t the shock of nudity. Nell was hot. She didn’t need to see her naked to know that. No, it was the reveal of a body Sarah had worshipped for so many weeks in theory but had never seen in full.

Her eyes feasted on lines of muscle, supple curves, and skin that glowed. The same woman who had bent the world to her will hours ago now stepped closer, completely bared.

Sarah spotted thin scrawling ink across Nell’s rib just under her right breast, her fingers rising involuntarily to trace the line of text: res severa verum gaudium.

“Nice tattoo—” Nell’s fingers wrapped around her wrist, gently pulling her hand away from her torso.

“Did I tell you to touch me?” Her words were low and sultry, instantly making Sarah feel the overwhelming need to press her thighs together to quell her growing excitement.

“No. You didn’t.”

“Lie back,” Nell murmured, pushing gently at Sarah’s shoulders, crawling up her body as, once again, her back was pressed up against the bills surrounding them.

Each kiss Nell left along her felt like a signature—a mark of Sarah’s worth—and when Nell straddled Sarah’s thigh, rocking against her ever so slightly, Sarah could feel how much she approved. Nell’s slick, warm want coated her thigh as she ground lightly against her, teasing her. Sarah’s hands fisted in the sheets. She didn’t dare move.

When Nell finally lowered herself onto the strap, Sarah gasped, utterly undone by the sound Nell made as she filled her. A long, low moan, sacred and rare, just like Nell.

Then she began to move.

The rhythm started slowly, purposefully, as Nell rolled her hips in a way that caused the right amount of friction of the harness against Sarah’s clit, sending pleasure through her entire body, clouding her thoughts.

“You feel so good,” Nell purred, riding her in deep, rolling waves. “Look at you. Just look at you fucking me.”

She wanted so badly to touch Nell, to reach up and cup her perfect breasts, take a nipple into her mouth and⁠—

“Touch me,” Nell whispered.

Permission. That was all she needed. Her hands flew to Nell’s waist, then her back, her ribs, her breasts—anywhere she could reach. She needed to know what Nell felt like, needed to memorize every inch while she had the chance, consuming as much of her as humanly possible before the chance was gone.

An animalistic growl came from the back of her throat as her hands gripped Nell’s hips. She was trying to hold on to reality but quickly losing the fight. With every twist of Nell’s hips, every gasp, every Yes, more, right there that left her lips, Sarah was coming undone.

“Make me come,” Nell commanded, in that low and electric tone that drove her absolutely wild.

Sarah surged up into her, desperate to give Nell everything she wanted, everything she deserved, and, God, she was going to come, too.

She felt Nell’s thighs tremble as her hips jerked, and they came together, Nell with a cry that etched itself onto Sarah’s skin, branding her with the sound of Nell’s pleasure.
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TWELVE
NELL
RULE #8: IF YOU’RE GOING TO DO RECKLESS SHIT, BE PREPARED TO BUY YOUR WAY OUT.


Hundred-dollar bills clung to Nell’s sweat-slicked skin as she lay on her back next to Sarah, limbs splayed out, their breathing gradually evening. Sarah exhaled beside her, still humming with satisfaction.

She stared at the ceiling, pretending her heart wasn’t still racing. What did you do?

This hadn’t been her plan. At all.

She had planned to come up here and fuck Sarah completely senseless—bend her over the bed, pull the strap tight around her own hips, and drive into Sarah over and over until she was breathless and begging and completely wrecked. She had spent all evening imagining the exact moment she’d slide into Sarah, the sounds Sarah would make, and the way her shoulders would shudder at the feeling of taking all of Nell. She had pictured herself in complete control.

But then something had felt different. There had been a moment of seeing Sarah standing there, naked and waiting for her instruction, with nothing but complete willingness to please, that unraveled something in her she didn’t know existed and definitely hadn’t planned for. Her response to the feeling had been a reckless risk when she’d decided to crawl up the length of Sarah’s body, leaving kisses in her wake. It had been pure impulse when she’d ground her desire against Sarah’s thigh, desperate for release. And when she’d climbed on top of Sarah, feeling the fullness of her as she slid herself onto the strap . . . all her calculations had gone out the window, and she acted on desire alone.

Fuck. It’s okay. We can fix this.

Nell closed her eyes, willing herself not to let her panic show.

Sarah turned toward her, hair perfectly mussed and a lazy, satisfied glint in her swirling hazel eyes. She wore a cocky grin like a badge of honor, and on any other occasion, Nell would have scolded her for it. She looked so damn pleased with herself. Drunk on power and approval.

It was almost cute.

“You’re staring,” Sarah said smugly, bending her arm at the elbow and propping her head up.

“I earned the right,” Nell countered, letting her eyes trace down the length of Sarah’s body, admiring the absence of insecurity in the way she seemed perfectly fine to hang about naked, chatting.

“By all means, please continue.” Sarah laughed, fingers ghosting along the sensitive skin of Nell’s ribs, tracing the spot right where her tattoo was. Nell shuddered involuntarily at the touch.

“My Latin is a little rusty, what does it mean?” Sarah said softly.

“True joy is a serious thing.”

Sarah blinked. “That’s . . . actually beautiful.”

“I’ve always felt like joy was this indulgent, frivolous thing, but you know how seriously I take my indulgences.” Her eyes swept over Sarah again.

But Sarah saw right through the mask of flirtation she had served instead of the honest answer.

“It’s fitting,” she said simply.

The silence that followed only intensified the rising feeling of panic inside of her. Nell sat up abruptly, the chill of the room blowing across her sweat-cooled skin.

Sarah giggled next to her. “You have about”—she counted quickly under her breath—“two thousand dollars stuck to you.” She reached up to peel a one-hundred-dollar bill from Nell’s thigh and another from the curve of her waist. “Can I make a withdrawal?” she teased, as she continued to pull bills from her.

Nell forced a smile and stood before pacing toward the edge of the bed to collect her shirt and slacks as bills continued to fall from her body.

“We’re going out,” she said, already moving. “You’ll find everything you need in your bathroom. Be ready in twenty minutes.”

“Wha—wait. It’s past midnight,” Sarah called, but Nell didn’t answer. She was already in the bathroom, where the clothes she had gathered off the floor fell from her arms as she gripped the edge of the pristine marble countertop, inhaling deeply.

You miscalculated. It happens. Pull it together, she took in her reflection in the mirror. Her skin still flushed, whisps of hair falling from her ponytail framing her face, and red lipstick smudged around her mouth. She looked undone in a way she had never seen herself before.

She needed an escape from this. From the feelings threatening to well up inside her.

She tapped her phone screen, typing quickly.

Nell 12:13 AM


Plan M. Ready in 25 mins




Nate 12:13 AM


OK




She set the phone down on the edge of the sink before splashing her cheeks with cool water, trying to rinse away the feeling that something—someone—had actually gotten to her and walked right through all the careful layers of composure.

Her fingers flew to her wrist. She unclasped her watch and placed it on the vanity. She wouldn’t be needing it because tonight wasn’t about business anymore.

Twenty minutes later, Sarah was waiting for her in the foyer. Nell hesitated a fraction of a second when her eyes landed on Sarah, wearing the outfit Nell had added to her closet earlier this evening, just in case. She looked incredible, and she was pleased to notice some of the “Sarah” flair she had added to the outfit in the way she left the top three buttons of the flowing silk shirt open, revealing the delicate skin beneath. The addition of a series of thin gold chains caught the foyer light, drawing Nell’s eyes to them, and then lower, down her endless legs, bare beneath the miniskirt Nell had hand-selected with this exact moment in mind.

Sarah tilted her head, her eyes full of questions as Nell approached her. She had anticipated this, given how quickly she had left the bedroom earlier, and she had made a plan. As she drew closer, Sarah opened her mouth to speak, but Nell got there first.

“Come on.” She slipped her hand into Sarah’s. “I want to show you how I like to lose control,” she said, guiding her gently to the door.

After a short ride down the strip and into the private entrance of a large, unmarked building, Nate led them down a dark hallway illuminated in a muted violet hue, cast by a neon sign, which buzzed faintly. The light danced across the trio, catching in the jewels that adorned Nell’s top, sending small refractions of light in every direction.

Have faith in control, the sign read, and Nell rolled her eyes at the irony as they passed beneath it through a blackened door, into a second room where a handful of people dressed in dark clothes mingled. Nate went to speak to two large men by the door on the opposite wall.

“Are you going to tell me what we’re doing yet?” Sarah asked.

“You’ll see.” Nell gave Sarah’s hand the gentlest of squeezes. “Keep an open mind,” she said, her voice trailing off as she caught a glimpse of Nate waving them over.

The heavy door in front of them opened to a wall of bass that rattled her chest in competition with her heartbeat. She led Sarah further into the building, following Nate around the outskirts of a large dance floor to a set of roped-off stairs discreetly tucked away. An attendant unclipped the velvet rope, ushering them through as they ascended the stairs to the VIP area before making their way to the very back—the most private booth in the whole club. It was shielded by curtains on either side, which created a layer of distance between themselves and the rest of the venue.

They each sank onto the plush cushion of the red velvet sofa, Sarah perched a little too stiffly—uneasy but going along with it anyway. Her eyes, though, said something different as they roamed hungrily around the space. Nell gave her a moment to take it all in.

Out of nowhere, a waitress appeared.

“Scotch,” Nate said, without looking up from his phone. “Neat.”

“A pitcher of cucumber-mint water, please,” Nell added.

The waitress nodded and disappeared.

“Just water?” Sarah asked, her curiosity rightfully getting the better of her.

She didn’t answer Sarah, simply looked at Nate, who slipped his phone back into his pocket and gave her a look that said, Are you sure?

She was.

She was more than sure that this was something she wanted to do with Sarah. She nodded, and he slipped his hand into the inside pocket of his jacket. He produced a small metal tin that he placed on the mirrored table between the three of them, opening it with the ease of someone who had done this before, because he had—dozens of times.

Nell watched Sarah closely as she digested the revelation.

“Are you fucking serious? In your minimal free time, you do . . . Molly?” she asked, looking at the tin on the table.

“Molly. MDMA. E.” Nell shrugged, utterly unbothered. “Call it whatever you want, but yes. From time to time, when I’m feeling like I want to let go, this is what I do.”

“And you . . .” Sarah turned her attention to Nate. “You just, what? Play lifeguard?”

“Yup. I’m here to keep you both safe. I don’t touch the stuff anymore.” Nate shrugged. “We’re all adults here. Who am I to judge what a lady likes to do in her free time?”

“Nate isn’t a lifeguard. He’s our safeguard. His job is to ensure nothing goes wrong. And it won’t, because I control the dose, the environment, and the way out, if we need one.”

“Rule number eight,” Nate said. “Don’t do reckless shit unless you can buy your way out. Isn’t that right, Nell?”

She didn’t answer him, instead opting to jab the end of her heel into his shins under the table.

“Oww!” he yelped.

Sarah gave a dry laugh. “Your version of letting go feels awfully controlled.” She ran her fingers through her hair, looking around. “You’ve got to be kidding me, Nell. I’m someone’s mom. I can’t be casually doing Molly on a weekend like it’s Pilates or something.”

Nell draped her arm over the back of the couch and turned toward Sarah, tucking one leg under her. “It’s not about what you can or can’t do,” she said, her voice low and direct. “It’s about what you want to do.”

Sarah studied her for a long moment, and Nell could feel it—the tug-of-war happening behind those swirling eyes as Sarah’s morality squared off against her desire, discipline versus curiosity.

She filled with delight as Sarah leaned forward and plucked one of the clear, unassuming capsules from the tin. The white powder inside shimmered faintly in the booth’s subtle lighting as she turned the capsule over between her fingers like a pearl.

Sarah looked at Nell, her mouth curling at one corner. “You know what? Fuck it,” she said, tossing the capsule into her mouth and swallowing it dry. “For once, I want to do something risky.”

Nell picked up the remaining capsule and followed suit. “Excellent,” she said, loud enough for Sarah to hear over the music as they leaned back into the cushions, waiting for the shift in their senses to begin.

The music had changed somewhere in the passing minutes that followed. The bass felt funny in her chest, like it was coming from inside her and all around her at once. She turned to Sarah, checking in on her.

“How are you feeling?”

“Good, I think? I keep having these waves of feeling overwhelmed and like I’ve just done something stupid.”

Nell propped her head on her hand as she watched Sarah’s mouth form words, creating pleasing shapes with each new syllable.

“That’ll be the come-up. It’ll pass,” Nate said, getting up and walking toward the entrance of their booth. “Give it a few more minutes.”

Sarah leaned back into the couch and took a sip of her water. Nell reached out to trace her fingers along the exposed skin of Sarah’s thigh, suddenly filled with the overwhelming need to feel her.

No. She stopped herself.

Focus. Don’t detach. Not yet.

But it was no use. Nell felt fluid, like liquid, the haze of her altered state melting all the sharpness she used to keep people away.

“I think I’m starting to feel something. Are you?” Sarah asked softly, her fingers tapping along with the music against the couch cushion, lips parted, eyes slightly dilated.

“What are you feeling?” Nell asked.

“Like I want to dance.” The words tumbled out of Sarah like she couldn’t keep them from bubbling up. “Please. Dance with me.”

She didn’t have the heart to deny Sarah, not when she looked at her like that—like Nell held the answers to all of Sarah’s questions.

Nell didn’t hesitate. She rose, taking Sarah’s hand, guiding her out of the booth, descending the stairs into the thick crowd, working their way to the center of the dance floor, and mixing themselves in with the mass of light and sound and shadows that tangled around sweaty bodies. Still, Nell only had eyes for Sarah, and the way she gave herself over to the rhythm of the music pressing in on all sides of them as she followed suit.

Sarah’s body found hers instantly, hands skimming along her waist, her back, her hips, like she had done earlier when Nell had whispered those two words—touch me—before she lost control.

Like earlier, Sarah’s hands felt incredible against her as she explored as much of her as she could. Nell melted into the heat of Sarah’s breath, hot against her neck, and the insistent press of their thighs as they moved together, lost in the moment of sound and the feeling of skin on skin. There was no space, no air, no room for anything but the two of them. She moaned into Sarah’s ear from the sheer release of finally letting go, letting herself feel everything as Sarah kissed her jaw.

Time seemed to move in strange ways as they danced. Had it been minutes or hours? She wasn’t sure of anything anymore. Eventually, she guided Sarah back to the booth. She was sticky with sweat from their movements, desire pooling low in her belly. Nate stood on the balcony, overlooking the dance floor below.

“Ladies, everyone doing okay?” he asked.

Sarah giggled as she patted him on the arm before sliding past him into their partially enclosed booth.

“We’re both good, Nate.” Nell’s eyes followed Sarah, who was pouring water into glasses from the pitcher. “Please make sure we’re not interrupted.” She gave him a knowing look before moving towards Sarah.

They collapsed together on the couch, tangled and breathless as they laughed. Sarah reached for a water glass, took a long sip, and then offered it to her. Nell accepted.

“Your life doesn’t feel real. You know that, right?” Sarah said, leaning back into the cushions.

Nell turned toward her, amusement tugging at her lips.

“I mean it,” she continued. “Being with you is like—like falling down the rabbit hole into some billionaire wonderland. Private jets, sanitized stacks of cash, back-of-house entry, Molly in the back of the club . . .”

Nell laughed. A real, full-bodied laugh. She couldn’t help it. Sarah smiled at her, watching. “I mean, when you put it like that . . .”

“But at the same time, all of this feels so normal with you. Like I’ve known you forever, and you’re just this person who has a few weird quirks that I find so incredibly endearing.” Sarah studied her with an intensity in her eyes Nell had never seen before. Nell watched her, watched the steady rise and fall of her chest as she continued to pour words out onto her. “I’m starting to feel like I can’t picture my life without you in it, and I wasn’t expecting that from you. I wasn’t expecting any of this.”

Nell’s heart hammered in her ears as Sarah spoke, or was that from the drugs? She couldn’t tell right now, but hadn’t that been the whole point of this? Of letting go of her control for a little while?

“Maybe you need to be a little more flexible with your expectations.” She reached forward and took Sarah’s hand in hers, their fingers intertwining. The weight of her hand felt delicious and decadent. “You might find yourself pleasantly surprised from time to time.”

Sarah was quiet for a moment.

“You’re an enigma, Nell.”

“That’s not necessarily a bad thing,” she said absently.

“No, it’s not. Lucky for you, I love a good puzzle.”

Her brain couldn’t form a follow-up to that. All she managed was to look at Sarah like she was some marvel of the universe . . . her perfect paramour.

Sarah continued talking, and by the time Nell realized, she only caught the end of what Sarah was saying.

“You’re like rich-rich,” Sarah said, dragging Nell’s thoughts away from where they had been spinning.

“Excuse me?” Nell nearly laughed. This conversation was absurd.

“I’m doing fine. I have plenty of money to take care of myself and my family, but you . . . you’re wealthy. Like, impossibly wealthy, in a way that shouldn’t be real.”

“Oh? You think?”

“Yeah. You know what? I’ll say it. I don’t think billionaires should exist,” Sarah said.

There was no venom in her statement, only her truth. Nell always welcomed the truth.

“It’s too much, to the point of being obscene. Does one person really need all that money?”

Sarah reached forward, pouring herself another glass of water from the pitcher, and Nell watched her lips as they puckered around the edge of the glass before she continued speaking words Nell was no longer hearing. Her words, however undoubtedly important, were nothing compared to watching her lips shape syllables with such conviction. It was intoxicating, and she wanted to feel the softness of Sarah’s lips on her skin again.

Focus on what she’s saying. “I think,” Nell said slowly, almost dreamily, and she leaned forward, taking Sarah’s chin and tilting her mouth toward her own. “I think you might be on to something.”

Sarah blinked in surprise. “Yeah?”

She nodded as she pressed her lips to Sarah’s. Yup. Just as soft and perfect as they had been minutes—possibly hours—ago on the dance floor, but still, Nell always enjoyed confirmation.

Their kiss was languid, meandering, and lazy as they followed their impulses, tongues volleying for dominance. When they finally broke apart for air, Sarah was looking at her with fire in her eyes.

“How do you make it feel like taking risks is no big deal?” Sarah whispered, close enough Nell could feel the words against her lips. She tightened her hold on Sarah’s waist. “I want to take another risk.”

“And what might that be?” Nell asked, her throat tightening in anticipation.

“I want you to fuck me, right here. In this booth,” she said, with lethal seriousness. “I need you, Nell. I need to have you, right now.”

Nell glanced around their booth, judging the level of privacy granted to them by the drawn curtains. Private-ish, she determined. Doable if they were quick. And besides, she had asked Nate to make sure they weren’t going to be interrupted.

Her body answered before her brain could send words to her mouth, as she pulled Sarah onto her lap, pushing her skirt up ever so slightly, allowing Sarah enough relief from the constricting fabric to straddle her. Sarah’s ask was bold and brazen, but God, the way she had asked . . . How the fuck was Nell supposed to say no to her?

She reached out, gently cupping the back of Sarah’s neck, pulling her mouth to her own, devouring her in one breath. “I love being risky with you,” she murmured hot against Sarah’s mouth, her fingers slipping under the hem of Sarah’s skirt and past her underwear in one fluid movement, diving into her heat as the rest of the club disappeared and the sound of the music faded around them.
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The next morning, the villa’s kitchen was quiet, sunlight warming the marble countertops, as citrus and rosemary curled through the air from the breakfast tray the butler was laying out. Nell sat perched at the end of the oversized island, barefoot in silk pajamas, her laptop open in front of her, a glass of green juice beside it, and an IV drip in her arm delivering hydration, vitamins, and a cocktail of whatever else her body needed to bounce back from the night before.

She was already on her second meeting of the morning and barely listening to anything Rowan was saying to her on their videocall. Her eyes moved over spreadsheets and projections, her focus hazy, but her hands still typed with a certain efficiency.

“You’re in for a busy next few weeks,” Rowan said, “but then you have a little break around the holidays. You and Nate still taking your usual trip?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” Nell said distractedly. “Rowan, I’m sending over one adjustment to next week’s schedule. Please make that update. Could you please also reach out to Senator Fairchild and schedule a dinner for us? We have some things to continue discussing following last night’s conversations.”

Rowan nodded before disconnecting the call.

A low groan echoed from the hallway.

“I don’t know how to describe it,” Sarah’s voice rasped, “but my eyeballs hurt.”

Nell looked up in time to see Sarah shuffle in, wearing an oversized Stanford Law T-shirt and sleep shorts that left very little to the imagination. She collapsed into the seat beside her, face half buried in her arms.

“How are you working right now?” Sarah grumbled.

Nell lifted a hand and made a small summoning motion to the woman standing quietly off to the side—a discreet, navy-clad nurse on call.

Sarah squinted. “Are you serious? Oh my God, is that an IV?”

“You’ll thank me in five minutes,” Nell said, her eyes still on her laptop.

“See, I told you. Your life doesn’t feel real. Who has a nurse on call?” Sarah winced as the nurse got to work. “This is the most aggressively luxurious hangover cure I’ve ever experienced.”

“I can assure you my life is very much real,” Nell said, closing her laptop as the butler set down two steaming plates of lemon-ricotta pancakes, berries, and scrambled eggs.

Sarah looked at her with an eyebrow raised as if to say, Normal people don’t have butler service, but she still caught the way Sarah sat up straighter, already reaching for a fork, clearly enjoying the experience.

“So, what’s the plan for today? Please tell me it involves horizontal lounging, no flashing lights, and maybe a few spa services,” Sarah said hopefully.

Nell poured herself another glass of water. “Sadly, none of the above. We’re going to the Formula 1 race.”

Sarah blinked. “Like . . . with the cars?”

“Yes,” she said, taking a bite of her pancakes. “I thought you might enjoy it.”

“That sounds right up your alley. Are you sure it’s not a side excursion for yourself?” Sarah teased.

Nell smirked. “Okay, fine, guilty. But it’ll be fun. I promise.”
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The sun was directly above them as they entered the VIP suite that overlooked the raceway. The roars of engines surged around them, vibrating through the floor and up through their bodies. Nell loved it. It was exhilarating.

Sarah leaned against the railing beside her, squinting against the sun. “Okay, I get it. This is kind of awesome.”

Nell handed her a pair of noise-canceling headphones and slipped them on before sliding on her own. She pointed to the starting grid below, where a series of impossibly sleek cars were lining up.

“Do you know anything about racing?” Nell asked through the headset. Sarah shook her head no. “In Formula 1, the best positions are spots one and two, for obvious reasons, but when you get into it, it’s actually pretty poetic.” Cars moved by them on their way to their starting positions. “The one and two spots—that’s where the air is cleanest. Least resistance. Everyone behind that? They’re fighting through dirty air, debris, exhaust, rubber, whatever the car in front is kicking up.”

Sarah nodded, her eyes tracking the blur of crew members clearing the area. “I’m sure there’s a metaphor in there somewhere.” She nudged Nell with an elbow, making her smile.

“There always is,” Nell said.

“Who’s your pick to win?”

Nell scanned the line, looking for the familiar hunter green and matte black car with the number forty-one splashed on it. “There,” she said, pointing as she spotted it. “My money’s on the Aston Martin,” she said confidently.

Engines rumbled and the road came to life around them, sending vibrations through the air as the race began in a blur of flashing colors. Car after car zoomed past. The laps melded into an endless loop as Nell and Sarah watched from their tucked-away perch.

When the race finally ended, the announcer’s voice boomed over the crowd: “Taking first place at this year’s Las Vegas Cup, Cooper Stanhope for Aston Martin.”

Sarah’s head whipped around so fast Nell could have sworn it had done a full rotation. “Wait, Stanhope? Your brother?”

Nell nodded, her eyes following the jumbotron as Cooper climbed from the cockpit of his car, helmet tucked under his arm.

“I like to keep tabs on what he’s up to,” she said. “After all, I did teach him how to drive.”

Below, people were gathering around the team’s pit area. Nell nodded slightly toward a man and woman standing near the car, surrounded by assistants and staff.

“And those would be my parents.”

Sarah looked toward the perfectly polished older couple she had pointed out. They stood, watching proudly, flanked by what could only be Cooper’s high-level sponsors and friends.

“It doesn’t look like Charlie or Carter made it today,” Nell added.

Sarah glanced over at Nell again. “How do you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Exist alongside people who . . .” She paused as though searching for the right words. “. . . who fucked you over like they did.”

Nell was quiet for a long moment, her eyes fixed on her parents as she watched her mom wrap Cooper in a hug, her dad clapping him on the back. They both looked so proud of him—a look they had never given her.

“I didn’t keep the Stanhope name to give myself a leg up,” she said quietly. “It was a strategy.”

Sarah turned toward her.

“After my parents cut me off, I knew I’d do anything to make it back into the same circles and the same rooms they occupied. Nate tried to convince me to change my name—said a fresh start would be good—but I kept the name because I wanted them to know that they could throw me out, denounce me publicly, say terrible things about me, but I would always be a part of the family, and people would always have to know what they did to me. I wanted them to see me and know I got here without them.”

Sarah’s gaze didn’t move from hers. “Remind me never to piss you off.”

“I may have a little bit of a vindictive streak,” Nell said, with a laugh, “but it also happens that, in seeking my vindication, I discovered that I’m really fucking good at making money.”
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THIRTEEN
SARAH
RULE #9: NEVER APOLOGIZE FOR WANTING TO BE KNOWN.


Every part of Sarah’s living room was glowing except for her. She was doing her very best to hide it, not wanting to be the one to sour the mood of the day. It was Christmas, after all.

The scent of pine and French toast mixed lazily in the air as they sat around the large Christmas tree, set off in the corner, tall and towering and draped in glass-blown ornaments, twinkling lights, and an assortment of handmade crafts from Lily’s early years that she had never quite been able to let go of. Wrapping paper littered the rug in the form of crumpled up little balls of red and silver. Lily and Wren had finished their frenzied search through the branches of the tree for hidden chocolates—a family tradition Sarah had passed on. By the sounds of their triumphant shrieks and giggles, they’d just found the last one.

They all wore matching pajamas, a tradition Beth had insisted on when they were married and continued even after. Even if they didn’t see each other for the holidays, a new set of pajamas always seemed to magically appear for Sarah. This year’s set: red flannel with candy-cane trim. She felt ridiculous in them, but it was tradition, and no matter how cruel it felt sometimes, she would never break a family tradition.

And that’s exactly how she found herself in this position—sitting in her living room in matching family pajamas, pretending she wasn’t sneaking glances at Beth and Jamie where Beth was folded into Jamie’s side, feet tucked under her. Jamie, with one arm draped over her shoulders, absentmindedly stroking her arm and—nope.

Sarah yanked her gaze away. She wouldn’t torture herself unnecessarily like this. Not on Christmas. She shot up from her spot in the armchair she had been occupying, her nervous energy getting the better of her. The sudden movement drew Beth’s eyes.

“Going to tidy up a bit. Kitchen’s a mess,” she murmured, not to anyone in particular.

“I’ll help,” Jamie said gingerly.

“No, really, it’s fine.” Sarah tried to persuade her against joining, but it was no use.

For the most part, she and Jamie worked quietly, passing things back and forth easily. They weren’t quite friends, but still, she liked Jamie, even if their only interactions orbited around Beth or Lily.

“I really admire how you and Beth handle all of this,” Jamie said softly, wringing out the sponge she had been using to wash pans. “You know, the coparenting stuff, and how you still have family traditions. The family thing . . . it’s really rare. Thanks for welcoming me in.”

Sarah swallowed the knot forming in her throat. This was exactly why she couldn’t hate Jamie—because Jamie was so damn nice it was almost annoying.

“You’re always welcome, Jamie.” Sarah smiled. “Like it or not, you’re part of this blended family.”

“Best family I’ve ever been a part of. And I mean that.”

Sarah didn’t respond; she didn’t trust herself to. She smiled as she wiped crumbs off the counter. If there was one thing she had always been good at, it was making others feel included.

Beth’s voice carried in from the other room, distinctively bright and airy in the way it seemed to float through the air. “Can you make me a cup of tea, love?”

Habit took over her as Sarah spoke first. “Sure thing, hun,” she answered automatically, just as Jamie replied simultaneously. “Of course, babe.”

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

Sarah froze before she looked to Jamie, bracing herself for her response, but it didn’t come. There was no judgment in her eyes, no fury, only a sort of recognition, which was somehow worse than pity. On some level, Sarah knew what it was. Understanding.

“Sorry,” she said quickly, stepping away from the counter and tossing the paper towel full of crumbs into the trash. “Force of habit.”

Jamie gave her a small, sad smile. “I get it.”

“I need some air,” Sarah muttered, swiping her phone off the counter. Without waiting for Jamie’s response, she pushed through the door leading to a small covered porch off the kitchen.

How had she let that slip? She was usually so tightly controlled, so calculated, especially when it came to all things Beth. Her hands shook slightly as she unlocked her phone and pressed Nell’s contact. It rang twice before she answered.

“Well, this is a delightful surprise,” Nell said, her smooth voice gliding through the speaker. Sarah instantly felt herself relaxing into it, into the calm Nell always seemed to carry.

She leaned against the porch railing, phone pressed to her ear, cool mist prickling her cheeks. On the other end, she could hear high-pitched laughter and mechanical music that almost sounded like a carousel.

“Where are you?” she asked.

She registered the shift in Nell’s voice as her velvety tone gave way to dryness. “Disney World.”

“Wait, seriously?”

“Unfortunately.”

Sarah couldn’t help the involuntary way she began to smile, thinking about Nell at Disney World, of all places. “You’re kidding.”

“I wish I were. We’ve been at Magic Kingdom since it opened this morning. Nate insists on it every year. Our StanGrant Christmas tradition.”

Sarah laughed, feeling oddly reassured that she wasn’t the only one partaking in holiday traditions a bit begrudgingly this year. “I’m having a hard time picturing you there. You hate crowds.”

“Correct. And also small children whose parents leave them unattended, and slow walkers. But I love Nate,” Nell said flatly, “and this happens to be what he loves, so here I am. It would be much more enjoyable if he let me pay for a few VIP services . . .” Sarah could imagine clearly the look Nell must be shooting at Nate right now—cutting on the surface, but underneath, pure adoration. “But he says it ruins the ‘fun of the experience,’” she said loftily, “so here I am, pretending not to die inside.”

“You’re so dramatic!” Nate’s voice cut through over Nell’s. “She’s having a blast. I’ll send you some pics.”

“Excuse you,” came Nell’s stern voice. “This is my phone call. Don’t be rude.”

Sarah was beaming now. This was exactly what she needed. Talking to Nell always made her feel better.

Before she could stop herself, Sarah said offhandedly, “I kind of love that about you.”

“Mm?”

“That you never say no to indulging someone’s inner child, even when it means trading Jimmy Choos for Mickey ears.”

Nell snorted. “I don’t own Mickey ears.”

“I’m willing to bet you do. And, if you recall, I have quite the lucky streak.”

Sarah’s cheeks flushed as she thought back to their trip to Las Vegas and the way Nell had found new ways to embolden her.

“Oh, I remember.” A hint of tease slipped into Nell’s response. “But can we focus on the real issue here? Why did you call me?”

Sarah glanced through the window, back into the house. From her vantage point, she could just see into the living room, where Beth and Jamie were cozied back on the couch.

“Everyone is at my house for Christmas celebrations. Beth asked for tea. She said ‘love,’ like she always used to call me, and for a moment, I forgot that’s not who I am to her anymore. Jamie and I answered at the same time.”

“Oh,” Nell said quietly.

Sarah suddenly wondered if this was okay to discuss with Nell. They’d talked about her feelings for Beth before—Nell was aware of how she felt—but this was the first time Sarah felt maybe this wasn’t a conversation Nell wanted to be a part of.

“Is it okay that we’re talking about this?” Sarah asked.

“You can talk to me about anything. I’m always here for you. Please, continue.”

To others, Nell might come across a little cold, but Sarah knew that underneath that exterior was a woman who cared so deeply for those who were important to her. She needed that right now.

“It was fucking mortifying, Nell. Jamie didn’t make a big deal out of it, thankfully, but the look she gave me? God, it was worse than pity. Now I’m trying to figure out how I’m going to go back in there and be fine.” She groaned into the phone. “Sorry, I don’t even know why I’m telling you all this,” she said, her voice caught on the edge of the frustration she was holding back.

“Rule number nine, Sarah. Never apologize for wanting to be known. You’re telling me because you trust me and you know I won’t judge you. Both of which are important to me,” Nell replied simply.

Sarah’s voice was quiet with her response. “You’re right, I do.”

They each sat in the silence of that admission until Nell broke it.

“Merry Christmas, by the way,” Nell said, steering the conversation away from Beth, for which Sarah was extremely grateful. “I have a present for you that should cheer you up.”

“Yeah? What crazy, outlandish thing did you get me?” she teased gently. “A yacht? A villa in the south of France?”

“I opted for something a little more practical. Something you’ll actually enjoy. I’m whisking you away for a weekend in Whistler—just us. No phones. Skiing, hot tubs, spa days, the works. We’re going all out aprés-ski, baby.”

“That sounds like what I need right now. I can’t wait.”

“I’ve got an adorable set of leather restraints I’ve been dying to take for a spin.” Sarah heard a sputtering, followed by coughing in the background of Nell’s call—no doubt Nate losing it over what Nell had just said to her.

Sarah played along, matching her easy teasing. “Hmm . . . I’ll have to think about that. That was never part of our arrangement.”

“I think you’ll find the language of the terms flexible enough to accommodate what I want to do to you.”

“Whatever you say.” Sarah rolled her eyes.

“Correct. Whatever I say.”

Sarah smiled, a thrill shooting through her as she let her mind wander to the things Nell might want to do to her.

“Ride Space Mountain for me, okay? It’s my favorite.”

“For you? Anything.”

The line clicked as Nell hung up.

Just like always, there was no goodbye.

Later that evening, after the wrapping paper had been cleared away, after Christmas dinner had been served and hugs given, the house was finally still. Lights from the tree twinkled, illuminating the room.

Beth and Jamie had left after dinner, carrying bags of gifts and leftovers. Wren, who had been half snoozing on the couch for the entirety of the movie Elf, finally pulled herself up to head to bed, disappearing upstairs.

That left Sarah and Lily curled up on the couch under a massive knit throw blanket. The Grinch played on the TV—not the cartoon version, “the one with the people,” as Lily had always called it. Sarah wasn’t about to argue. She had a half-empty mug of peppermint hot chocolate in her hand and her arm loosely draped around Lily’s shoulder.

She stole a glance at her daughter, marveling at how much she was beginning to look less like a kid and more like the adult she was becoming. How on earth do I have a seventeen-year-old?

“You know, technically, the Grinch kind of has two moms,” Lily said, catching Sarah off guard.

“What?”

Lily pointed to the TV. “When the Grinch gets dropped off, it’s those two Whoville ladies who raise him, and no one ever makes a big deal about it.”

A pang of guilt twisted in Sarah’s chest, realizing what this moment was triggering for her daughter. “Lily⁠—”

“It’s fine, Mom,” she interrupted quietly. “I just wish people would find something else to ask me about. Every time a reporter brings it up, I want to scream. I feel like what they’re really asking me is to explain our family.”

“I’m so sorry you have to deal with that, sweetie.”

Lily shrugged off her words. “It’s okay. I’ve figured out how to handle it. Jamie and Amanda have been really helpful with teaching me how to navigate the interviews and everything. I’m polite and I talk about love and support and try to give them the soundbite I know they want.” She turned to face Sarah fully now. “But it still sucks sometimes. Not because of you and Mama or Jamie; just because people are dumb and small-minded.”

Sarah reached out and tucked a strand of fine blonde hair behind Lily’s ear, her fingers brushing lightly against her cheek.

“I don’t get it, though,” Lily continued. “It’s so stupid. I mean, you and Mama taught me that love is what makes a family, not who carried who or what last name you have. It’s love. I get to live that every day, and I think that’s so cool. I feel sorry for the people who don’t get to experience what I do because they can’t see past their own version of family.”

Sarah sat there, quietly stunned and blown away by Lily and the way her mind processed the world around her. Yeah, she was probably going to cry.

“You know,” Sarah choked out, her voice hoarse, “you’re kind of incredible.”

“Ew, Mom, don’t cry!” Lily teased, snuggling in deeper under the blanket. “But you’re right. I am kind of incredible.”

They watched the remainder of the movie together, with Lily curled up with her the same way she used to when she was younger, and Sarah running her fingers through Lily’s long blonde waves.

“Mom?” came Lily’s quiet voice.

“Mmm?”

“How come you never go on any dates?”

Sarah’s fingers stopped abruptly as she digested Lily’s question. “That kind of came out of nowhere, Lil,” she said, trying to buy herself a moment as she resumed her earlier movements.

“I’ve just been wondering. You’re smart, and pretty, and weirdly actually kind of funny.”

“What do you mean actually? I’m hilarious,” she said, ruffling Lily’s hair slightly, deflecting her question. Lily batted her hand away, flattening her hair back into place. “I guess I’m not interested in dating right now,” she said truthfully.

Lily gave her a skeptical look.

“I have everything I need with you here. And your mom and Jamie, and even Wren.”

And Nell.

That thought stopped her in her tracks.

“But what about being in love and finding your person?” Lily asked.

“Everyone is in such a rush to find someone, and people will make you feel like there is a prize waiting for you at the end for crossing the finish line, but there is more to life than finding love.” She looked down at Lily’s head in her lap, those big blue eyes she loved so much looking back at her. “Being in love—true love—is the best feeling in the world.” She cupped Lily’s cheek gently. “And you’ll meet a lot of people in your life who could be your person, and they might even feel like the right one for a while. But that love that all the fairy tales and rom-coms talk about, sweetie? That love doesn’t stick unless you’re okay being with yourself first. That’s what I’m working on right now—I’m falling in love with me.”

Lily was quiet for a moment as she thought about what Sarah had said. “I think that’s really cool, Mom. But I still think some dork out there is missing out.” Her smile spread across her entire face as she laughed, and Sarah reached down to tickle her sides.

“Some dork, huh?”

Two streaks of light cut across the wall, catching their attention. They both sat up and glanced toward the driveway.

“Who’s that?” Lily asked.

Sarah leaned forward, tapping on her phone to check the time. It was well past the time anyone should be visiting. “Probably your mom or Jamie. I bet they forgot something.”

She got up to head to the door, but when she opened it, her jaw nearly dropped. In front of her was a figure carrying a duffel bag, wearing a black Carhartt jacket and a well-loved Boston Red Sox hat, concealing a long, messy strawberry blonde ponytail.

“Auntie Kelly!” Lily said excitedly, as she ran onto the porch and flung her arms around Kelly, who scooped her right up in a big bear hug.

“Lily! How’s my favorite niece?” she said, beaming, before looking at Sarah. “Hey, sis. Merry Christmas. Is it cool if I crash here for a bit?”

“What on earth are you doing here?” Sarah said, pulling her sister into a hug and then stepping back and holding the door open for her.

Kelly smiled, grabbed her duffel, and entered the house. Lily followed her.

“Boat got back a few hours ago. I grabbed a drink at the bar with some of the guys from the crew, then hopped on the ferry. Managed to sweet-talk an adorable redhead into giving me a ride here. Got her number, obviously, and we’re grabbing coffee tomorrow at a place called the Grumpy Goat. Terrible name for a coffee shop, by the way.” Kelly winked at Lily, who looked at her with adoration.

“How are the whales? Did you learn anything new about them? Your job is so cool.”

Her younger sister, Kelly, had always been the wild child of their family. Fifteen years younger than Sarah, their relationship had always felt more aunt/niece than what she could call a sibling bond, considering that Kelly was only three when Sarah had gone off to college. Kelly spent most of her time off-grid and on a boat somewhere off the coast of Canada, studying the migratory patterns of whales. How she had ended up in that specific career field was still a mystery to Sarah, but Kelly loved it.

“The whales are good. They send their regards.” Kelly grinned before turning toward Sarah, her signature strawberry blonde ponytail whipping around. “Got any bourbon ’round here, Sar?” She tossed her bag onto the floor before heading toward the bar cart Sarah kept stocked in the dining room. Kelly returned moments later with a tumbler and two fingers of bourbon in hand. “Hey . . .” She looked at Lily, who was still standing in the foyer with Sarah. “Shouldn’t you be in bed? It’s pretty late, kid.”

“I’m seventeen, and it’s the holidays. I don’t have a bedtime.”

“God, I wish I still had someone telling me when I should go to bed.” She groaned, and Sarah watched, bemused, as Kelly motioned with her finger for Lily to come closer. “I’m going to tell you the secret of life, kid. Sleep as much as you can now, because once you’re thirty, your body turns against you and hurts for no reason. Also, you get up at least once a night to pee, so take advantage of the restful sleep of your youth and head to bed. Plus, I don’t want to bore you with the grown-up things I need to talk to your mom about.”

Sarah glanced at the clock on the wall. It was after midnight.

“She’s right, Lil, you should head to bed.

They all said their good-nights before Lily disappeared up the stairs. Sarah rounded on Kelly.

“I’m going to need something stronger than peppermint hot chocolate for this, aren’t I?”

“Is the Pope catholic?”

Kelly echoed the retort that had been a fixture of their childhood, something their mother had always said when one of the seven Gallagher kids asked a question that, in her eyes, was particularly stupid.

She led Kelly into the kitchen, where she slid easily onto one of the stools. The kitchen was still warm from the earlier buzz of the day, and still smelled faintly of cinnamon. Sarah leaned on the island across from Kelly, slowly bringing her glass to her lips and giving her a quizzical look that had always been effective at extracting information from people.

“I thought your research trip wasn’t over until March,” Sarah said, squinting suspiciously.

Kelly made a smug face—one Sarah remembered from their childhood. The same one Kelly would make when she got away with something she shouldn’t have.

Sarah cocked a brow. “What did you do?”

Kelly took a sip of bourbon, letting the silence stretch. “Okay, so maybe this one was my fault.” She raised her hands gingerly. “I got a little, uh . . . caught up.”

“Caught up,” Sarah echoed. “You mean like sleeping with someone on your boat again?”

Kelly winced. “Ehh, it’s a little worse. This time, it was two someones.”

Sarah let her head thunk lightly against the countertop. “Jesus, Kel.”

“It wasn’t on purpose! I thought we were all on the same page about things not being exclusive. It’s not my fault women are drawn to my energy—I don’t even try—but things got complicated and weird, and I needed some time off anyway.”

Sarah huffed out a laugh despite herself. “Fuck, Kel. You’ve been a chaos tornado since birth. I honestly thought you might have grown out of it by now.”

“Never,” Kelly shot back, grinning.

Sarah gave her a mock glare. “God, we couldn’t be more different.” She laughed. “You’re such a free spirit, and I love that for you, but your life gives me anxiety. I like . . .”

“Control and stability?” Kelly filled in.

Sarah smiled into her cup. “Yes. And there is absolutely nothing wrong with that.”

Kelly leaned her elbows on the counter, her eyes softening. “I mean, no one’s really surprised by that, given everything. You didn’t get the easy version of our childhood.”

Something shifted in Sarah as she swirled the liquid in her glass, her voice low. “No. I didn’t, but I wouldn’t say your end was particularly easy either.”

They both knew what that meant without needing to explain it. Their father’s alcoholism. The shouting. The broken things. Sarah had spent her teenage years becoming invisible, quiet, and perfect simply to survive.

“To be honest, Sar,” Kelly said, hopping off the stool and walking to the fridge, “I don’t really remember him. Dad, I mean. I don’t feel like I had a father. He wasn’t really around when I was a kid, and when he did resurface, Mom made sure Ryan, Molly, and I were out of the house as much as possible. And then they got divorced, and I never saw him before he passed away,” she said simply, like it was nothing.

Sarah’s mind chewed on Kelly’s words. She’d spent years—countless hours and thousands of dollars of therapy—unpacking the box in her mind labeled “family shit,” and she still hadn’t quite learned how to get rid of that overwhelming feeling of rage that welled up every time she opened the lid a crack and had to confront the things she’d had to do to survive.

“Do you have any ham?” Kelly asked, the fridge door propped open, with food containers littered across the counter next to it.

“Ham?”

“Yeah. Like Christmas ham. I’m making us grilled ham and cheese.”

“Oh, no. I haven’t done ham for Christmas in years. The last time I did was when I burnt one trying to show off for Beth the first year we were dating.”

“Speaking of Beth, how is my ex-sister-in-law?” Kelly asked, as she haphazardly piled a plate with various leftovers, clearly having pivoted from her earlier impulse to make grilled cheese.

“You should know. Don’t you two talk all the time?”

“Haven’t been able to catch her in a while.”

“Beth’s good. She has a show coming up in February that has her a little stressed, but she’s good . . . she and Jamie are good.” Her voice fell a little flat at the mention of Jamie.

“Is this plate microwave safe?” Kelly asked.

“Yeah.”

Kelly put her plate into the microwave, pushed a few buttons, then hit start.

“So, this thing with Jamie is, uh, serious?” Kelly asked. She hoisted herself up to sit on the edge of the counter.

“She’s happy, Kel,” Sarah warned.

“Are you happy?”

She glared at her sister, knowing exactly what she was getting at.

“You looked really happy in that picture with that goddess of a billionaire ‘friend’ of yours.” Kelly winked as the microwave beeped. “Please tell me you’re fucking her.”

“Kelly!”

“What!? I have eyes. She’s hot. If you’re not, I was going to ask you to introduce us.”

Kelly rummaged through the drawers looking for silverware. Sarah sighed, standing, opening the drawer to the right of the fridge and pulled out a fork and a knife and handed them over.

Kelly sat back down on one of the stools as Sarah began shutting the containers Kelly had left sprawled across the countertop, returning them to the fridge.

“Nell and⁠—”

“Oh, Nell! Of course she has a hot-ass name,” Kelly said, with a smirk. Sarah chose to ignore her.

“Nell and I are enjoying each other’s company,” Sarah said matter-of-factly. “But even if we weren’t, what makes you think you could entertain a second of her time?” she asked.

Kelly shrugged and took a large bite. “Dunno. Probably delusion on my end, but I do look adorable in Carhartt.” She swallowed her bite of food. “You know, if that’s her thing.”

“It’s not,” Sarah deadpanned. “Trust me.”

“On second thought, if she’s into you, she’d probably hate me.”

“Probably.” Sarah smiled, her hands splaying out across the cool granite surface of the counter.

“Is it serious with you two? That picture was from, what, September . . .”

“It’s not like that,” Sarah corrected. “Well, not really.”

“Are you each seeing anyone else right now?”

Sarah shook her head no. She wasn’t, at least, and she didn’t think Nell was, but she didn’t know for sure. That thought made her a little uncomfortable.

“I don’t really know what to call it. Nell and I . . .” She hesitated, choosing her words carefully. “We don’t talk about what it is, but it’s been six months, and . . . I don’t know. She’s unlike anyone I’ve ever met. She surprises me.”

“You like her,” Kelly sang.

“Shut up.”

A notification buzzed on Sarah’s phone. She glanced down at a group text from Nate and Nell.

Nate 12:53 AM


Proof that Nell had fun today. xoxo The StanGrants




Attached were three photos of Nell at Disney World—one of her and Nate in matching custom T-shirts with large bold letters reading “StanGrant Family Christmas” as they stood in front of Cinderella’s castle, arms wrapped around each other; another of Nell with a view of Tomorrowland behind her, her long, dark hair whipping around, caught in a breeze, Nell absolutely glowing in the golden-hour light; and the third was her in full Mickey ears, holding a churro in one hand and a giant turkey leg in the other.

Sarah smiled without thinking. Kelly caught it.

“I was right! You do like her.”

Sarah didn’t correct her, because she wasn’t wrong.

OceanofPDF.com


FOURTEEN
NELL
RULE #10: DON’T TAKE CONTROL; MAKE THEM WANT TO GIVE IT TO YOU.


Nell’s week was already spiraling by the time Rowan stepped into her study Wednesday evening.

“If you have more bad news, I don’t want to hear it.”

She stood from behind her computer before moving across the room to the antique liquor cabinet, pouring herself a drink. Bourbon—the exact brand she started keeping around solely because it was Sarah’s favorite.

“Depends on how you look at it.” Rowan looked at the decanter in her hand. “I’ll take one, too.”

Nell poured a second drink before handing the crystal tumbler over to her.

Nell narrowed her eyes at Rowan. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“How attached are you to the house in Whistler for this weekend?”

Nell had agonized over selecting the accommodations for her and Sarah’s weekend trip to Whistler. Conveniently located, secluded, and cozy, with a fireplace that’s truly impressive. It even came with a heated pool. This house was the linchpin to setting the exact tone she had in mind for their perfect weekend away.

“Very.” She glared at Rowan over the rim of her glass.

“That’s unfortunate,” Rowan said flatly, “because the property manager canceled the reservation. You got booked along with some Danish wellness-influencer couple. But don’t worry, I’ve already found you a backup chalet. You said you wanted ski-in, ski-out with a pool and a view. The first two are still intact. The view is . . . partial.”

Nell narrowed her eyes. “Is it at least a good partial?”

Rowan tilted her head in a way that said, Not really, but also, Please don’t make me lie to you.

“I can find you something else, but it’ll mean moving out of town and losing the private lift access.”

“Of course not. It’s fine.” She leaned against the edge of her desk and set her glass down. “It’s just . . .” She stopped herself, taking a moment to recalibrate. “. . . not what I had planned.”

She could feel Rowan’s eyes on her—calm and observant, and maddeningly perceptive—as she waited for Nell.

“Is this about the house, or the guest you’re taking with you?”

Nell picked up her drink and moved toward the window, leaving Rowan’s question unanswered as she peered out at the snow-covered lawn. A long sigh escaped her lips as she thought.

Her bad mood was partly due to the house—okay, fine, primarily because of the house—but she was also a big enough person to admit to herself that she had always struggled a little when things didn’t go according to plan. She had already mentally choreographed a very particular evening in her mind—one involving Sarah in very little clothing, in front of a cozy fire, begging for her touch. It wasn’t even the loss of the pool she’d imagined Sarah undressing next to, giving her that careful look that always asked, Is this how you like me?

It was her idea, her plan. The control she had over their perfect weekend. And now that was slipping through her fingers.

“I want the weekend to be nice for her,” Nell finally said.

“For Sarah?”

“Yes.” She exhaled, crossing her arms over her body, shifting her weight from one foot to the other.

Rowan’s lips parted, then curved into a restrained smirk she made no effort to hide, which only annoyed Nell more. She knew Rowan was reading her a little too well.

“You’ve taken several women to Whistler over the years, but I’ve never seen you spiral because the house didn’t come with heated floors.”

“I’m not spiraling,” she lied, her petulance giving her away.

Rowan smiled. “Okay.” She set her glass on the desk before turning to leave.

Nell moved behind her desk once more, her fingertips tapping across the polished wooden surface. This wasn’t the first time her control had slipped in the last six months. Vegas had already seen to that.

Las Vegas. She closed her eyes, remembering her weekend in the desert with Sarah.

It was supposed to be their grand finale, the end of their arrangement. Nell had made that decision before heading into the charity event Saturday evening, a decision that was further reinforced as she watched Sarah work the room with ease, holding herself with such poise and confidence, not needing her at all. But somewhere throughout the evening, a switch in her flipped, igniting a different type of longing and desire. Desire to take exactly what she wanted from Sarah.

Her coveted control had started to slip the moment she had sat beside Sarah at that roulette table. And again in the elevator, with Sarah all over her. And again when she had climbed on top of her in the penthouse suite, riding her to within an inch of her life. But the final nail, the true death of her composure, came when she let Sarah see how she really liked to lose control.

None of that had been a part of her plan.

The most devastating part—the thing that really shattered her—was what Sarah had said in the booth in the back of the club. She could hear her voice so clearly with its trip-induced loftiness. I’m starting to feel like I can’t picture my life without you in it.

Sarah had said those words to her with pure conviction, and that terrified her, because that could only mean one thing.

She knew what it looked like when women fell in love with her. This wasn’t the first time it had happened. They would start their engagements with Nell making it very clear: she was not the type of person for a relationship. They could have their fun, but that was all. Eventually, like clockwork, the women in her life would want more, something deeper, something she couldn’t give. So she would end things.

But Sarah didn’t push her, didn’t ask her for more. It made Nell’s skin crawl, and she couldn’t figure out why.

She wasn’t afraid of intimacy. She loved sex, craved that connection with other women. But love in the way people talked about, with rings and romance and happily-ever-afters? That kind of love felt like a foreign language to her. One that, no matter how hard she tried, she had never quite gotten the hang of. But Sarah . . . Sarah wasn’t like all the other women.

That’s why this weekend was so important, why it had to be perfect. Because she didn’t know how else to convey to Sarah that while she might not be able to give her exactly what she wants, Nell sure as hell could give her just about everything else.

Rowan cleared her throat, making her jump. Nell hadn’t realized she was still standing in the doorway.

“You know what, let me make a few more calls. I might be able to work something out with the house.”

“No, Rowan, it’s fine. Really,” Nell said, a little too quickly.

“I’ll at least try,” Rowan insisted. “I’ll have everything finalized for your approval tomorrow evening.”

“Please make sure the jet is fueled up and that the kitchen is stocked with everything on the list I provided. Oh, and please ensure the linens are made of Egyptian cotton, specifically the soft ones with a high thread count. I want those for the weekend.”

“Noted.” Rowan smirked as she left, leaving Nell alone with her thoughts.

This trip needed to be perfect, and if there was one thing she could do incredibly well, it was perfection.
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That idea of perfection Nell had had on Wednesday night? Yeah, that went out the window the very minute the weekend began.

First, their flight was grounded in Seattle due to high winds, and then, of course, Sarah had been pulled in to fix a high-stakes mistake made by one of the junior partners at her firm, which had her half on the phone and half typing away on her laptop the entire drive north.

She immediately regretted her decision to drive when it became apparent that the I-5 bumper-to-bumper traffic was going to hold them hostage for longer than she would have liked. That regret only deepened when they sat in an additional two hours’ wait to pass the border at the Peace Arch.

Sarah, for her part, had been apologetic about having to bring work with her, a fact that very clearly annoyed her as she muttered legal jargon between sips of coffee while they had driven.

At least, by some divine act of Rowan’s bottomless list of favors owed, she had managed to deliver a miracle in the form of the perfect chalet for the weekend. But they arrived later than she had planned, missing their dinner reservation. Sarah, still with work to do, immediately buried herself in her laptop again, and Nell spent the evening drinking wine meant for the two of them to share in the hot tub, alone, as she tried not to be disappointed.

But she had been. And she hated that. She understood better than anyone the importance of work. Still, she couldn’t help that slight little tug inside of her that had wanted this weekend to go a certain way.

She excused herself early to head to bed, where she continued to be disappointed.

This morning, they had made it out onto the slopes exactly on time, and she had let herself be perhaps a little too optimistic that her plans were finally moving in the direction she wanted. For a glorious few hours, she had felt her control slipping back into place as she and Sarah weaved their way through towering snow-covered evergreens and across corduroy-packed snow.

They stopped for peppermint hot chocolates at a mid-mountain lodge and found a spot by the fireplace to warm up. She tried not to get caught as she watched over the rim of her cup while Sarah peeled off her gear layer by layer. It was beyond her to understand how someone managed to make ski gear look so incredibly sexy.

“My eyes are up here,” Sarah said, swatting at her with the gloves that were still in her hands. Nell smiled, pulling her gaze up and away from where they had very much been enjoying the show Sarah had unknowingly been putting on for her.

“I know exactly where your eyes are.”

“Like what you see at least?” Sarah asked, her fingers tucking flyaway strands of hair behind her ear.

“Very much so,” Nell purred, and she spotted the faint blush that rose in Sarah’s cheeks as she turned toward the fire, concealing her pleased smile in a sip of hot chocolate.

Their hands were close enough that Nell could have easily brushed her fingers against Sarah’s. Now would have been the right moment. It’s probably what she expects you to do. Her fingers twitched before stilling as Nell decided not to make the move, instead pulling her hand away from Sarah.

They sipped their drinks as their bodies thawed, the roar of the fire crackling beside them. Heavy snow began to fall beyond the towering lodge windows.

Sarah turned toward her suddenly, guilt mixed with the reflection of the fire flickering in her eyes. “I’m sorry for being so checked-out yesterday. That wasn’t fair to you.”

“It’s fine,” Nell said, trying to convince herself that it had been. “Really. Your work is important. I, more than anyone, understand the importance of needing to work odd hours.”

Sarah shook her head. “But this was your weekend. You put effort into planning all of this, and I ate up so much of our time last night on the computer, away from you.”

“To be honest . . .” Nell shifted, crossing one long leg over the other. “I’m kind of glad you had work yesterday. It distracted you from the terrible mood I was in.”

Sarah cocked her head, looking at her with curiosity. Maybe her bad mood hadn’t been as apparent as it felt to her.

“I spent most of yesterday thoroughly annoyed at everything because it wasn’t going exactly to plan. First, there was the plane, followed by the traffic, and then missing our dinner reservation. I’m the one who should be apologizing.”

“How about this?” Sarah picked up her hot chocolate, encouraging her to do the same. “Let’s cheers to our respective shitty days yesterday and put it behind us. We still have the rest of the weekend to look forward to and enjoy together.”

Nell smiled, almost laughing. It was absurd, the idea of cheers-ing to a bad day. But when Sarah said it, it didn’t sound silly. It sounded like exactly what she needed.

“Cheers, I guess,” she said, bumping her cup against Sarah’s.

“Cheers to an amazing weekend, with amazing company.”

Nell felt her cheeks go red under the weight of Sarah’s compliment.

“Did you get everything sorted out, then, with work?” Nell stammered, trying to nudge the conversation away from dangerous territory.

Sarah’s smile faded slightly, in a way only noticeable to Nell. She watched as Sarah swirled the remaining liquid in her cup. “Kind of. Technically, yes, but . . . I don’t know. I’m not sure I care anymore,” Sarah let out in one long breath, “about the firm or the work or any of it. I’m not sure I’ve cared for a while now.”

Sarah’s dissatisfaction with work was new information to Nell, and not what she had been anticipating.

“I’ve been thinking about taking some time off,” Sarah continued. “Not too long. Just long enough to figure some things out.”

She leaned back, eyeing Sarah for signs of uncertainty but finding none. “That’s a big deal.”

“I know. But I need to do something different for a while. Something that makes me feel like I’m making a positive impact on the world, not contributing to the early downfall of humanity, you know?” Sarah looked at her with those questioning eyes.

Nell stilled. “Do you want advice,” she asked, after a moment, “or to be heard?”

Sarah glanced at her, surprised by the question. “Advice, please.”

Nell smiled, a little, partly because she liked that Sarah wanted advice from her and trusted her in that way, and partly because she had been right from the very beginning about Sarah and her having ambitions that extended beyond the courtroom. Nell could work with that.

“Take the time off to figure out what’s next, guilt-free. Give yourself permission to want something more.”

Sarah made to respond as two women brushed past them, the clunk of their ski boots heavy on the slate floors. One was complaining loudly to the other: “Can you believe the lifts are closing early? All because a little storm is rolling in.”

She followed Sarah’s gaze to the window, where the sky had darkened to a heavy gray.

“There goes the rest of our ski day,” Nell muttered, her optimism from earlier quickly disappearing.

Sarah looked back at her with bright eyes and a smile so soft that Nell couldn’t help but reciprocate. “I can’t think of anyone I’d want to be snowed in with more than you.”

Nell’s heart did a traitorous little dance in her chest, and she stiffened, unfamiliar with the feeling, which she was currently masking in an unrushed sip of hot chocolate.
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Back at the chalet that evening, the storm raged on beyond the windows, having turned into a full-blown whiteout by the time Sarah had found a cribbage board tucked away in one of the upstairs bedroom drawers. Nell laughed as Sarah descended the stairs triumphantly, game held over her head like she’d found buried treasure.

“Cribbage?” she asked, two glasses of bourbon in hand as she joined Sarah on the massive faux-fur throw she had laid out on the floor in front of the fire.

“Yeah. Don’t knock it,” Sarah said, plopping herself down on the floor across from Nell and crossing her legs. “I’ll go easy on you for your first time playing me.”

“Bold of you to assume I’d need a competitive advantage.” Nell smirked as she shifted to face Sarah. “Did you ever consider that I might have to go easy on you?”

“Only one way to find out.” Sarah shook the box in her hands gingerly.

So they played. And played. And played. Somehow, one drink turned into two, and every so often, one of them would get up and add another log to the fire crackling next to them. They eventually abandoned the game as the two of them meandered their way through thought after thought, talking.

It was nonsensical and illogical, but it worked, and Nell found herself craving more. This comfort between them wasn’t new, but tonight, it felt different to her. Tonight, it was tender and exposed in a way that completely disarmed her.

Sarah was sitting up now, leaning back on her hands, face glowing in the golden light from the fire. “I know you were feeling like this weekend hasn’t been perfect.” Her voice was soft, so soft, making her lean in closer. “But it has been. It’s been absolutely perfect, and I really needed this. This time with just . . . you.”

Caught off guard, Nell tore her eyes from where they had been lingering on Sarah’s lips to meet her gaze. “Why are you always saying things like that?” she asked quietly.

Sarah didn’t flinch. “Because I always mean them.”

Nell dropped her gaze to the cribbage board still set up between them, and then to Sarah’s hand, where it rested so close to her own. It would take minimal effort on her part to reach out and take her hand and tell Sarah what she so clearly wanted to hear from her. But, frozen to the spot, Nell didn’t move.

“I don’t know what this is,” Nell admitted, her voice lost beneath the crackling of the fire. “Our arrangement . . .” Sarah shifted, leaning closer to her, making her heart beat faster.

“It doesn’t have to be anything more than this. Right now, we’re just us.”

Nell let out a slow breath, her chest dropping with the weight of her exhale. “I was right about you,” she whispered, while Sarah inched closer to her still. “I knew you were going to be dangerous.”

“I’m not dangerous. I’m just honest.”

Nell reached forward and brushed honey-brown hair from Sarah’s face, letting her fingers linger a moment to memorize the exact slope of Sarah’s cheekbone and the way it felt cradled in her hand before she pulled Sarah’s lips to hers.

This kiss was unlike all their others. It was delicate. Gentle. Unhurried. It asked questions she didn’t have answers for—questions Sarah answered by leaning in and kissing her again, deeper this time, running her tongue along the inside of her lip as her hands found Nell’s waist, sliding under the hem of her sweater.

She hadn’t given Sarah permission to touch her.

Sarah knew the rules.

But Nell didn’t care.

She wanted to feel as much of Sarah as she could as she melted into her touch. The fire popped beside them, and the rest of the world seemed to fade away. It was only the two of them now.

Something hard cut into her knee—the cribbage board. She quickly nudged it out of the way, sending pieces scattering across the rug. Nell pulled away, her whispered demand dripping with need. “Tell me what you want.”

Sarah looked at her with rosy cheeks and eyes so dark with a type of desire Nell had never encountered before.

“You,” Sarah said simply, reaching out for a fistful of Nell’s sweater, pulling her down on top of her until their bodies pressed together.

She used her knee to part Sarah’s legs, pressing her thigh against her, groaning at the heat radiating from Sarah. Her fingers found Sarah’s hair as she placed kisses along her perfect jawline, taking her bottom lip between her teeth, biting softly, drowning in the noise Sarah made.

Sarah moaned into her ear, sending a shiver through her as she cupped her ass, pulling her closer.

But something stopped Nell. She rocked back onto her knees, extracting herself from Sarah, looking down at her—sprawled across the blanket in front of the fire, breathing heavily as she looked back at her with inquisitive eyes—and it was like she was seeing Sarah for the first time again. The quiet power she always carried that she never quite seemed to be aware of. The intensity of her mind and the pure goodness of her heart all on full display. It was enough to make Nell second-guess the rules she had so carefully crafted for herself to live by.

“What is it?” Sarah asked, reaching up to skim her fingers along Nell’s cheek. Nell let herself lean into the touch for just a moment.

“It’s nothing. Silly, really.” She tried to brush off her hesitation. “Just suddenly feeling a little nervous.”

“You? Nervous?” Sarah joked, before her face fell flat with the realization that she wasn’t kidding. She reached for her hand. “This is just like all the times before. Just you and me, right here and now. Just us.”

Her words echoed in the space between them, and Nell nodded slowly. “Just us,” she repeated.

Sarah pulled at her arm, urging Nell to straddle her hips, her hands coming to rest on Nell’s thighs. “You asked me what I wanted,” Sarah said, her voice hoarse with want. “Now I’m asking you. Tell me what you want, Nell. Whatever it is, I’ll make it happen.”

“I want . . .” She gulped for air that seemed to be disappearing from the room as she leaned forward to kiss Sarah. “I want you to take the reins this time.”

A guttural, animalistic sound left Sarah’s mouth, and Nell swore she could feel their power exchange as she gave her control completely over to Sarah.

With ease, Sarah flipped their bodies so it was Nell whose back was pressed to the ground, Sarah’s hands flying over every inch of her body.

She moaned Sarah’s name, moving involuntarily, chasing her touch as her fingers dipped under her sweater again, this time cupping her breast, thumbs teasing her nipples over her bra. “I want to feel you, feel all of you. Make me feel everything,” she whined, her senses completely overwhelmed.

Sarah’s hands moved lower still, fingers hooking into the waistband of her lounge pants, pulling them and her underwear down agonizingly slow, leaving her bare. What she must look like right now, sprawled out on this blanket, sweater and socks still on but unclothed between, waiting to see what Sarah would do next.

She wasn’t kept waiting long as Sarah kissed her way up her body and back down, lips dangerously close to where Nell wanted them most. Her body ached with desire. Then again, having desire for Sarah had never been a problem for her.

She whimpered when Sarah placed wet, open-mouth kisses along the crest of her pelvic bone, following the curve of her body as she descended lower still, pausing only to make sure Nell felt the ghost of her hot breath as she hovered over her center.

“Fuck, I want to bury my face in you,” Sarah rasped, her sentence punctuated with a hot kiss placed on the sensitive skin of Nell’s inner thigh.

Nell couldn’t help the way her hips rolled up in search of Sarah’s touch as she wove her fingers through Sarah’s hair, nails scratching along her scalp.

“I want to savor you.” Another kiss. “Consume you.” Another. “Devour you.”

This was maddening in the most diabolical way. Her need for Sarah rose with each teasing kiss placed as Nell became more and more desperate, but then it stopped.

Her eyes flew open at the loss of contact, only to see Sarah sitting up, peeling her fleece-lined leggings from her body, and discarding them in a heap on the floor.

“I need you to feel what you do to me,” Sarah said, her voice thick with want as she crawled back up Nell’s body.

She gasped as Sarah’s hand found the back of her thigh, raising her left leg while straddling her right, inching herself closer until she could feel the heat of Sarah’s desire radiating just above her own.

“Fuck,” Nell moaned, as Sarah lowered her hips, the slickness of their want for each other gliding and mixing as Sarah rolled her hips forward, their clits brushing each other over and over with every one of her movements.

The friction alone made her lose her goddamn mind. It went completely blank. The sensation of Sarah’s hips grinding against hers in the most delectable ways was the only thing her brain could process.

“You have no idea how badly I’ve wanted to feel you like this,” Sarah moaned through her teeth, moving her hips faster, her fingers digging into Nell’s thigh, using her body for leverage. Nell was doing her best to hold on, but she couldn’t stop the wave of pleasure rising inside her.

“More . . . please . . . Oh God, more . . .” Those words were all she could muster as Sarah moved faster still. Nell could feel her wetness, and possibly Sarah’s, dripping down her thighs as their bodies moved together. Nell grabbed a fistful of the blanket beneath her, trying to hold on and just feel.

“I’m going to make you come now,” Sarah panted, clinging to her like a lifeline.

She dug her fingers into Sarah’s hips, trying to pull her closer still as she ground up to meet her, and—oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck.

“I’m so close, Sarah. Fuck—yes.” She slammed her eyes shut, darkness filling her vision as her orgasm bubbled over, every muscle in her body tightening.

“That’s it,” Sarah purred, hips slowing to match hers. “Come for me.”

Her legs stilled and dropped as her orgasm tore through her, and it was a few moments before her breathing returned to a regular pattern.

“Can you come again?” Sarah’s question was eager as she positioned herself perfectly between her spread thighs, fingers tracing absently across her still-sensitive skin.

She nodded, the only movement she could make.

“I told you I wanted to taste you,” Sarah said, dipping her head down, tongue swiping through her folds, Nell’s hips shuddering at the contact as she bit back her moan. “But I should have been honest, because that’s not all I wanted.”

Sarah pushed one, and then two fingers into her slowly, taking the time to coat them in her wetness, all the while looking to Nell for confirmation, seeking permission even now. Nell nodded, and Sarah began her movements, starting with long, deep strokes that filled her in ways she’d forgotten about.

“I wanted to taste myself on you.” Sarah’s tongue danced around her clit in small circles as she pushed her fingers into Nell again and again and again.

“Oh yes . . .” Nell gritted her teeth, nails digging into Sarah’s shoulder as she unraveled her bit by little bit until all of her earlier nervousness had been carried off, leaving what remained underneath—a fire in her that burned for Sarah and Sarah alone.

“Harder,” she begged.

Sarah obliged, the movements of her fingers picking up, and—oh my God. Sarah curled her fingers in a way that hit her G-spot perfectly, sending waves through her. “So close, yes, I’m so close, please. Don’t stop⁠—”

“Touch yourself,” Sarah growled.

Nell, never one to sidestep directions, did just that, rubbing small, frantic circles over herself, stretching her own pleasure to the max. Her hips bucked wildly, outside of her control, like everything else had been lately, as she met Sarah’s fingers thrust for thrust until her legs were shaking, her body clenching around fingers that continued to work their magic, a soft scream ghosting her lips.

“Sarah,” she whined, before giving herself over entirely to her pleasure.
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The storm continued to rage on into the early hours of the morning, the sound of howling winds lingering outside. A sliver of gold came through the crack beneath the door, a hall light they must have forgotten to turn off in their haste to move from the blanket in front of the fire to the bedroom.

Nell lay on her side in bed, nestled beneath layers of warm down and buttery sheets, her body still flushed from the marathon of pleasure that had finally tired them out.

Sarah was beside her, breath warm and steady against the back of her neck. One of Sarah’s toned arms had snaked its way around her, heavy and possessive across her waist, fingers resting against her stomach.

The hold should have felt comforting to her, but it didn’t. It felt like a trap, the only way out being extreme hurt for them both.

She stared at the far wall, eyes wide open, unable to sleep as her mind raced. Every nerve in her body was still buzzing from how Sarah had touched her, how she had taken her, how Nell had let her. Willingly and eagerly, she had given up control—not just of her body, but of whatever this was with Sarah that she didn’t have the language for yet.

Slowly, gently, she peeled Sarah’s arm away, careful not to wake her. Sarah shifted slightly, murmuring something in her sleep Nell couldn’t quite make out. Quietly, she moved across the room, grabbed the silk robe off the back of the door, and disappeared into the bathroom, before closing the door behind her and turning the lock.

She blinked, adjusting to the brightness as she studied herself in the mirror. Her usually perfect hair was now messy from the way Sarah had dragged her fingers through it repeatedly, her lips still red and bruised from their kissing. She leaned closer and pulled back the collar of her robe, examining Sarah’s lingering signature on her skin in the form of faint bite marks along her collarbone.

The reflection staring back at her looked . . . different? Or maybe just changed in a way she was unprepared for.

Her fingers curled around the cool edge of the marble countertop as she braced herself, trying to breathe.

What had she done?
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FIFTEEN
SARAH
RULE #11: NOTHING IS PERMANENT. PLAN ACCORDINGLY.


It had been five weeks since their “perfect” weekend getaway to Whistler.

Sarah could still feel the ghost of Nell’s body pressed up against her, the feeling of Nell’s lips on her skin as they’d devoured each other well into the early hours of the morning. But something had changed between when they had fallen asleep, wrapped up in each other’s arms, and the following morning, when she had woken up alone in the large bed. Nell was already awake, acting so differently than she ever had with her, almost like they were strangers.

She replayed the weekend in her mind a hundred different ways, trying to find where she had misstepped, or a warning she might have missed. But if she could go back and do the weekend over again, she wouldn’t do anything differently. All she had done was what Nell had asked of her.

That shift was magnified even more when an entire week had gone by and she hadn’t once heard from Nell. The silence quietly gutted her.

In the months leading up to Whistler, Nell had become a constant presence in her daily life, from morning texts to little notes about her day and voice messages so funny Sarah laughed out loud in her car listening to them. Now, the absence of those messages was a distorted kind of phantom limb, one she kept reaching for even though it wasn’t there.

So, after an entire week of hearing absolutely nothing from Nell, she had sent a text. Just wanted to check in. Are you okay?

Hours had passed before Nell’s response arrived. Busy week. Catch up later —N

Later never came. Sarah had stopped counting the days after they hit double digits because, at that point, it was just sad. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t still waiting for Nell to have the decency to follow up with her. She deserved that much.

So, yeah, so much for their perfect weekend. She sighed as she squatted in front of the dryer, opening it and pulling still-warm clothes from the machine. The wooden stairs creaked beneath her feet as she climbed up to the main level of the house, basket in hand, before dumping the laundry onto the couch.

“You’ve been on leave from work for, what, two weeks, and all you’ve done is clean and do laundry,” Kelly said, entering the room from the hall, sitting next to the pile of laundry Sarah had just started folding. A few stray socks tumbled to the ground as the couch cushion gave under Kelly’s weight. “I thought you were supposed to be figuring out what’s next?”

“I was behind, and now I’m caught up,” Sarah said dryly.

She didn’t tell Kelly much about her weekend away. Just that it had been a fun time, and which parts of it had been, but she left out the part about how everything had shifted between her and Nell and how silence had taken the place of their daily conversations.

“Well, since you’re all caught up, you can come grab drinks with me and Jamie. She just texted. We’re going downtown. Come with us! I think Amanda is coming, too. Get out of the house for a bit and have some fun,” Kelly offered, as she laced up her boots.

“I’m going to pass, Kel,” Sarah said, picking up another shirt from the laundry pile and giving it a flourish. “Lily’s at Beth’s this weekend, and Wren is off at the She Believes Cup. I have the house to myself and some reality TV to catch up on. Sounds like a great evening to me.”

“I don’t know how you watch that Housewives garbage. I just can’t with all the screeching they do.”

“It’s my calm, happy place,” Sarah deadpanned.

Kelly studied her for a moment, just as their mom had done so many times. “Are you sure you’re okay? You’ve been a little weird since . . .” She dropped the end of her sentence, but Sarah understood what she was implying.

“I’m fine, Kel. Really,” she said, convincing no one. “Go have fun with Jamie and Amanda. And while you’re out, maybe try and get a lead on an apartment. I didn’t realize when you said you needed a place to crash for a while, you actually meant several months.”

Kelly hopped to her feet before moving toward the front door.

“Oh, Beth’s here, by the way. Just pulled in the driveway,” Kelly called from the front hall, then Sarah heard the opening and closing of the door. A moment later, it opened again, and she heard Beth kicking off her shoes before making her way down the hall into the back of the house, where Sarah was still folding laundry.

Sarah looked up and caught Beth’s eye. She, of course, looked perfect, as always, in a cream-colored turtleneck that was artfully tucked into high-rise light-wash jeans. Her hair was longer than it had been in a while—almost the same length as when they had gotten married. This length had always been Sarah’s favorite, especially the way Beth used to trap her in her curtain of hair and kiss her until she couldn’t breathe and⁠—

Stop!

Beth didn’t even greet her, just breezed past and dropped into the spot on the couch Kelly vacated mere minutes ago.

“I swear to God I’m going to lose my mind.” Her words came out in one long, exasperated huff.

“Rough day?” Sarah asked, still hunting through the pile for the mate to the single sock in her hand.

Beth took the sock from her and began to separate all the socks from the laundry pile. In the years and countless loads of laundry they had done together, Sarah could always count on her to perfectly match every sock. She was the family sock whisperer.

“Jamie.” Beth’s voice was tinged with frustration as she said Jamie’s name.

She should have known. This pattern had started a few weeks ago. Beth and Jamie would fight, then Beth would show up at her house to complain about said fight. Sarah should have stopped it right away. It was inappropriate, and Sarah knew better. But that part of her that still quietly longed for Beth? That part had a harder time saying no.

So she sat, listened, and every time, she would advise Beth on how to resolve things with Jamie. What was a little more torture, after all? Clearly, she was developing a taste for it.

“Another fight?” She tossed Beth a sock that had been knocked to the ground.

Beth’s laugh gave away her annoyance immediately as she matched the two socks together and placed the pair into the basket. “I wish I could even call it that. That’s the thing. We don’t argue or yell, she just shuts down, and I’m left trying to figure out where her head is at and if she’s ever truly going to let me all the way in.”

Yup. This was totally inappropriate. But Beth’s comment made her ears perk up as she reached for another article of clothing. Without a word, she let Beth continue.

“I mean, she’s never been good about saying how she feels. For a while, things were getting better, and she was making progress in letting her walls down. I’ve seen her growth, but I thought by now we’d be growing a little more in the same direction, you know?”

Sarah nodded carefully as she placed a folded sweatshirt into the basket. “You’ve always been more in touch with your emotions than most. Some people don’t know how to attach a name to what they’re feeling, and given Jamie’s history, I think a lot of how she responds is understandable. Don’t you?” Sarah asked, cautiously aware of the fine line this conversation was treading.

“I know, and I keep trying to remind myself of that. But then I think how you used to be like that, too. When we met, you had such high walls. You were the queen of avoidance. But over time, those walls came down, and at least when we fought, I always knew where we stood.” Sarah’s hand jerked suddenly at the unexpected comparison, sending the basket of folded laundry tumbling to the ground.

“Fuck.” She cursed under her breath, trying and failing to catch the basket. She bent down to collect the clothes, and Beth joined her.

“I know it’s silly,” Beth said quietly, picking up scattered pairs of socks, “but sometimes, I miss fighting with you.”

Sarah froze, her breath caught in her chest. What? What did that mean? Beth missed fighting with her? Why was Beth comparing the relationship they had shared to her current relationship with Jamie, and why the hell was she telling her about it now?

“Even when we were at each other’s throats, I could always tell how much you trusted me to let me see you fight for something.”

They both stood at the same time, Sarah holding the laundry basket in front of her, creating a buffer of much-needed space. Her eyes met Beth’s, and she immediately felt the pull of that quiet thread in her chest—that same invisible string that had always tied the two of them together, no matter how hard she had tried to sever it.

Stuff it down.

She urged her mind to tuck each and every one of her feelings for Beth away, back into their box, but it was no use. She had a way of spilling out every time.

Beth was close enough that Sarah could smell her shampoo lingering in the air. Lavender, just like always. Just like she remembered from the hundreds of times she had picked it up for her at the grocery store. It filled her as she inhaled deeply, letting the scent hurt her in the best way possible as memories flooded her vision: running errands together, Saturdays at the aquarium with Lily, dancing in the living room to the sound of the rain outside.

“We had different ways of getting there, but I always trusted we were heading in the same direction,” Beth said.

Sarah stood, frozen to the spot, watching as Beth’s gaze dropped to her mouth, lingering for just a moment, but to Sarah, it felt like an eternity.

That had been a look.

“What are you doing?” Sarah asked.

The words left her before she fully knew what she wanted—no, needed—to say. Her hands shook slightly as she shifted her weight, fighting the rush of feelings that look had yanked to the surface. Her grip fumbled, and the laundry basket dropped to the floor, sending clothes everywhere again.

The clatter of the basket broke the moment between them.

God, what the fuck was her life right now? She raked her fingers through her hair and turned away from Beth, still not saying anything, her pulse whooshing in her ears as she tried to make sense of what just happened. That was a look, right? Or had she just imagined it? She didn’t need any of this right now—not from Nell, not from Beth, not from anyone.

“I’m sorry,” Beth said quickly, stepping away. “I shouldn’t have come over here to vent.” She nervously reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She looked at Sarah with those big, worried blue eyes. “I should leave.”

Sarah held up her hand, effectively silencing Beth’s ramble. She needed quiet, a moment to process and decide what this all meant. That had definitely been a look. Now she was sure of it. Why was Beth looking at her like that? Or was she just reading into it because, in her heart of hearts, Sarah wanted Beth to be looking at her like that again?

“I think that’s probably best,” Sarah said, her voice lacking its usual firmness as she ventured into the uncomfortable territory of boundary-setting with Beth. She had never been particularly good at it, but she knew it needed to be done. She just had to find that strength first.

Sarah bent yet again to collect the laundry from the floor, buying herself a moment to try and loosen the thread that was pulling again in her chest. She became absurdly aware of just how much laundry had been a part of their lives, in ways she never noticed before now. Lazy Sunday mornings of folding over coffee, frantic last-minute loads before a gymnastics meet, sifting and sorting between stolen kisses. She forced herself not to follow that thought any further. She couldn’t—wouldn’t—do that to herself, not anymore.

Beth’s worry turned to confusion. “Sar⁠—”

“No. Please don’t Sar me. Not now.” Sarah stood, the power returning to her voice as she held the basket of laundry between them once again, the barrier firmly in place. “I think you’re right. You should leave. And I don’t think you should come over here whenever Jamie pisses you off anymore. You don’t get to bring your problems here and expect me to sort them out for you like always.”

Sarah paused a moment, considering whether or not she should acknowledge the look Beth had given her, and decided that if she was setting boundaries, she should probably set that one, too.

“And you definitely don’t get to look at me like . . .” She caught herself, giving herself enough room to pivot, but choosing not to. “. . . like I’m still yours.” She fought the urge to cringe at the way her voice had the audacity to crack, undermining her in a moment like this. But now that she had started, she had to keep going.

“Sarah, come on. That’s not—that wasn’t⁠—”

“I’m not your girlfriend. I’m not your wife. I’m not your emotional sounding board. And I’m definitely not your second fucking choice when you and Jamie are fighting.”

Beth’s mouth opened, closed, then opened again, and for a moment, Sarah almost backed down. But there was that look—the one from moments ago that brought to the front of her mind what used to be a quiet, dull ache. It was the look that made her think of the years and years she had spent trying to make it hurt just a little less every time she saw Beth’s name on her phone or caught her eye from across the room. Suddenly, the chokehold Beth had on her life was so abundantly clear that Sarah couldn’t help but question how she had ever missed it.

“I don’t think you realize you’re doing it, which somehow only makes this worse,” Sarah said quietly, shifting the laundry basket to rest on her hip. “You only want me when you know you can’t have me because it means you never actually have to choose me.” She looked away so Beth wouldn’t see her tears as she finally put words to the dance they had been doing for the better part of a decade.

“Sar, I didn’t come here to—” Beth tried again, still unable to finish her thought, but she didn’t need to. Sarah understood.

“I know. But you did,” she said quietly. “So, I agree. I think you should leave.”

Beth stood in front of her another moment, her hands hanging loosely at her side, still with that stunned look on her face.

“I’m sor⁠—”

“Just go,” Sarah said flatly, not moving. Beth left the room without another word, leaving Sarah standing there alone until she heard the soft click of the door.

Sarah inhaled shakily, still processing what had just unfolded. It wasn’t even the look that bothered her the most. Sarah could look past that. It was how it had finally made her realize she needed to cut the thread between her and Beth once and for all.

Not even a minute later, there was a quiet knock at the door, dragging her from her swirling thoughts and the spot in her family room where she still stood in a faint cloud of lavender-scented shampoo.

She spun around, her fury rising as she moved to the door, ready to give Beth a piece of her mind. What more could she possibly want from her? To tell her again that it was nothing? Or to apologize again for something that never should have happened?

She yanked open the front door, fiery words on the tip of her tongue, ready to give Beth a piece of her mind⁠—

But it wasn’t Beth. It was Nell.

Sarah’s body stilled. Nell was on her front porch, her dark hair braided, draped over her shoulder in that way Sarah loved, her black trench coat damp with little droplets of rain clinging to it.

“Nell . . . what—” she started, but between this unexpected appearance and what had happened with Beth, she found herself unable to form a cohesive follow-up thought.

It had been five weeks. Five weeks of silence. Five weeks of obsessively checking her phone and trying to figure out where she had messed up. And now Nell was here?

Fuck that.

Sarah swallowed hard. She glanced past Nell up the driveway, heart pounding in her chest. “Did you pass Beth?”

Nell didn’t answer her, just tilted her head slightly, studying her with that annoyingly intense look that felt like it could see right through her. But there was a moment—only a moment—where she swore she saw something flash behind Nell’s eyes at the mention of Beth.

Sarah stepped fully outside onto the porch, closing the door behind her. She would not be inviting Nell into her home today, not after she had spent so much time feeling so disrespected the past few weeks. She had put her foot down with Beth, and she would put her foot down with Nell, too.

Sarah crossed her arms. “Where the hell have you been?”

“Do you have dinner plans?”

“Excuse me?” Sarah laughed, short and cold.

“If not,” Nell said, not reacting in the slightest to her tone, “would you like to have dinner with me?”

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Sarah mumbled, running her fingers through her hair. This day was officially too much. But this was Nell, and she was, for once, asking—not demanding or commanding or instructing, simply asking.

“Fine,” Sarah said, the word sticky on her tongue.

She turned, leaving Nell standing on the porch as she slipped back inside, still not offering her an invitation in, and grabbed her keys and her purse from the table by the door, where she always kept them.

Dinner. Was she serious? All this silence just to show up unannounced at the worst possible moment and take her out to dinner. Sarah could scream.

But instead, she climbed into Nell’s car and endured more silence between them as Nell drove in the direction of town. She looked out the window as the blur of evergreens zoomed by. Nell turned right, then left, and then left again. As they drew closer, Sarah realized where Nell was taking her. A new place called Wayward Waters. The irony was not lost on her at all.

The restaurant itself was small, cozy, and tucked away along the waterfront. Inside, the host greeted them like they had been expecting them, and somehow, that only seemed to annoy Sarah more. So Nell had all this time to make a secret dinner reservation but couldn’t find a spare minute to text or call her?

The host led them to the back of the restaurant, to a secluded table for two with a view of the marina. Sarah slid into her seat and hung her purse on the hook under the table, still not saying a word.

Nell sat across from her, hands folded neatly in her lap, smiling at the waiter as he placed their drinks in front of them: a glass of water and a glass of red wine for each.

When Nell finally turned her full attention to her, Sarah was surprised to see a level of detachment behind her gaze that had never been there before.

Nell began to speak, and Sarah noted the carefulness behind each of her words. “I think we both know that our arrangement, as it originally was, is no longer tenable.” Her words were like taking a metal softball bat to the ribs. Sarah stared at her, unsure what to say because, once again, what the actual fuck was her life right now? First Beth, now Nell?

But then it clicked. The prearranged table, the preset menu. God, even the timing was set.

“Oh my God.” Sarah blinked. “You’re breaking up with me?”

She tried not to laugh. The question was absurd to begin with because they weren’t even dating. That had been the entire point of their arrangement. No strings, no tethers, no feelings.

“It’s nothing personal, Sarah. Rule number eleven: nothing is permanent; plan accordingly. I was clear from the beginning that I don’t do relationships, and somewhere along the way, I know that line got blurred for you.”

Sarah gawked at her as their appetizer appeared—spring rolls, beautifully plated with swirls of dipping sauce on the side. The waiter set it down in front of them, nervously looking from her to Nell before quickly stepping away. They each reached for a spring roll at the same time, fingers brushing. Nell jumped, quickly retracting her hand at the contact. Sarah grabbed the spring roll out of spite, dipping it in the sauce before taking a bite. She needed to do something with her mouth that wasn’t letting Nell get an earful of exactly how angry she was right now.

“I’m sorry, but what are you talking about?” Sarah said flatly, reaching for her water. Her throat was itchy, and weirdly tight.

Nell’s expression was strained. “Please don’t cry. That’s just going to make this so much harder⁠—”

“I’m not crying,” Sarah snapped, scratching at her throat again. She couldn’t clear this tickle. “I’m—hold on⁠—”

She coughed, taking another sip of water before coughing again.

“What’s in this sauce?” she asked, grabbing the sleeve of a waiter as they passed by their table. She was panicking now, hands clawing at her throat, and that’s when she saw them—little red bumps had sprung up on her hands and arms in angry red patches.

You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.

The waiter sprinted to the kitchen, and Sarah grabbed for her purse, fingers fumbling the zipper, diving inside to search for the little red EpiPen she always carried, even though she hadn’t needed it in years. By now, she could barely breathe.

This was not good. This was so not good.

Her vision began to blur. She knew what was coming next if she couldn’t get to her EpiPen in time. “I—can’t—breathe—” she gasped, looking at Nell, eyes wide, asking for help.

Nell was up and next to her in an instant, yelling something to the waiter before kneeling beside her, hands hovering but not quite touching her. “Sarah!”

Sarah felt the cool surface of the EpiPen tucked away in an interior pocket of her purse just before the floor rushed up to meet her.

The last thing she saw was the look of pure panic on Nell’s face—her cool control gone, replaced by raw fear.

Then everything went black.
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SIXTEEN
NELL
RULE #12: NEVER BREAK YOUR OWN RULES.


“Sarah!” Nell yelled, her hands already reaching out to catch her, supporting the unconscious weight of Sarah’s frame before she fully realized what was happening. “Help, I need help!” she yelled.

A second set of hands appeared, helping her lower Sarah’s limp body to the ground as she reached for her purse.

When she had first learned about Sarah’s shellfish allergy, Nell had done her research. She was always careful to make sure something like this never happened when they were together. Every restaurant they’d eaten at and every meal they’d ever shared, Nell had gone out of her way to mitigate this very risk, including today, when she had called ahead to inform the restaurant about the allergy.

Rage welled up inside of her. This shouldn’t have happened.

“She’s having an allergic reaction. She has a shellfish allergy. Call 911,” she barked at the worker who had helped catch Sarah. Her hands found what she was looking for, and she pulled out the cylindrical EpiPen, the plastic of the autoinjector cool in her hands.

Time felt like it was ticking by unnecessarily slow, forcing her to look at Sarah in this state. It was cruel. How long could Sarah be down like this? Her skin was already so pale.

She removed the cap of the injector with shaking hands, trying to recall the instructions of the countless videos she had watched. She chanted the instructions in her head. Position. Press. Wait.

She glanced at Sarah’s face, and a bluish tint was forming at the corners of her mouth. Hives had spread across her ashen cheeks. Nell’s heart was pounding so loudly that she was positive it could be heard all around the greater Seattle area.

“Hold on, just hold on for me, Sarah,” she muttered shakily, as she positioned the autoinjector against Sarah’s thigh. All the instructions had said the injector was powerful enough to go through clothes. Inhaling quickly, she swung her fist, pulled the pen back, and brought it down against her thigh, pressing down on the top of the pen. A loud click filled the air.

“One . . . two . . . three,” she counted out loud, as the medication dispersed.

Her heart was still racing as she massaged the injection site, trying to help the medication disperse faster.

“Ambulance is on its way,” a voice called. She didn’t know who it came from; she only had eyes and attention for Sarah.

Seconds stretched out for an eternity until, finally, Sarah drew in a raw, shaky breath.

“Sarah? Can you hear me?” Nell reached out and cupped her cheek gently, her thumbs brushing over her pale skin as the color started to return. She watched as, slowly—agonizingly slowly—Sarah’s long eyelashes fluttered open, and a soft gasp of air let Nell know Sarah was breathing again.

“Nell?” Her voice was raspy and frightened in a way that didn’t feel like it belonged to someone as powerful as Sarah.

“I’m here,” she assured her, squeezing her hand. “You’re okay. Help is coming.”

Sarah’s eyes were filled with confusion as she came to. She coughed, trying to sit up, but Nell eased her back down. “Stay still until the paramedics get here, please.” She patted her cheek gently. “And don’t you dare scare me like that ever again.” She spoke in a low voice, meant only for Sarah.

“That’s awfully demanding.” Sarah smiled weakly. Even now. Even when she had just gone through the wringer, Sarah still found time to banter with her. Nell loved that.

The paramedics arrived, crowding around them, but Nell didn’t move. She refused to, not wanting to let go of Sarah’s hand. After the third ask from the paramedics, she backed away, giving them just enough room to work.

Nell stood, her folded arms wrapped tightly across her body, making sure to remain in Sarah’s line of sight as she watched the paramedics take her vitals. It was only then that she really felt the pounding of her own chest. Now that she didn’t have to be strong, she could finally let herself feel the full effects of her fear. Fear of losing Sarah, fear of a life without her.

“She’s allergic to shellfish,” she said, forgetting whether or not she had already said it. “She lost consciousness, and I was able to administer her EpiPen. One dose in her right thigh.”

“How long was she unconscious for?” one of the paramedics asked.

She blinked at the woman who was looking at her expectantly. “I don’t—” She didn’t finish her sentence, cut off by her thoughts. She knew logically that Sarah had been unconscious for no more than two or three minutes. Still, those minutes had felt like years of moments she and Sarah would never get to have together, and Sarah’s voice from that night in Vegas drowned out the rest of her thoughts. I can’t picture my life without you in it.

“Ma’am? How long was she unconscious?”

She shook her head, trying to clear the endless loop of Sarah’s words now running through her mind. “Two, maybe three minutes,” she said, looking at Sarah, who was currently engaged with the other paramedic, running through a series of tests. The paramedic scribbled something down on a clipboard.

“She’s stabilizing. Let’s get her moved to the gurney. We’re going to have to take you to the hospital for observation. Rebound reactions can happen even hours later.”

“Observation?” Nell echoed shakily.

“Standard protocol for anaphylaxis. IV fluids, antihistamines, monitoring for at least four to six hours to make sure she doesn’t have any delayed reactions.”

Nell nodded as she watched the paramedics move Sarah onto the gurney. She followed them out the door, and when they loaded Sarah into the back of the ambulance, she didn’t ask permission before climbing into the back to be with her.

Sarah was still mostly out of it, groggy and unfocused, her hands resting at her side. Nell took one hand in hers.

“You scared the hell out of me,” she whispered.

Sarah’s eyes fluttered as she looked up at her, still a little hazy, and she looked at Nell—really looked at her for a second—before her eyes drifted closed again. “I didn’t mean to scare you,” she said quietly, squeezing her hand back.

She watched Sarah closely the remainder of the ride to the hospital, her stomach still in knots, her mind still racing. But Sarah was okay. She was okay. And that’s all that mattered to Nell.

They arrived at the hospital a short while later and were quickly whisked into a room by the ER staff. Paramedics rambled off Sarah’s information to a nurse. Her vitals were retaken and recorded, and Sarah was given an antihistamine. Gradually, the hives covering her body had begun to fade from an angry red to a light pink.

Nell smiled as Sarah’s voice cut through the quiet, stronger now but still carrying her quintessential dryness.

“Stop hovering,” she said, as Nell fluffed her pillow for the fifth time since they’d arrived.

But she saw the way Sarah’s lips twitched, telling her she didn’t mind being fussed over.

“I’m not hovering,” she said, dragging one of the standard-issue hospital chairs closer to the bed. “See. Right now, I’m sitting. How can one hover from a seated position?”

She caught Sarah’s eye roll, but Sarah didn’t argue.

The glass door separating them from the rest of the ER slid open, and a nurse entered—the same woman who had been there earlier.

“Just need to do a quick vitals check. Still feeling okay?” She looked at the monitor, scribbling notes on the tablet in her hands.

Sarah nodded her head as she answered. “Yes, I’m feeling much better. The itching is starting to die down, along with the hives.”

“Good. We’ll keep you a few more hours just to make sure there aren’t any secondary reactions.” The nurse smiled at them both before leaving the room, closing the door behind her.

The steady beep of the heart monitor persisted, a rhythmic backdrop to the chaos of their day.

“You really don’t have to stay with me,” Sarah said, not looking directly at her. “I’ll sleep for a few hours and have Kelly come pick me up. I’m fine, really.”

Was she serious right now? “I’m not leaving you here alone.”

“Okay, then.” Sarah smirked. “If you’re not leaving, we should probably talk about how you were trying to break up with me at the restaurant. Which is wild, by the way, considering we’re not even dating.” She looked at her with those expectant hazel eyes that demanded answers. “Do you want to tell me what’s actually going on?”

Hearing Sarah’s version of what happened, Nell winced. “Do you have to make it sound so cruel?”

“I mean, you did ambush me. You showed up unannounced at my house after saying nothing to me for weeks, took me to dinner, and then tried to end things? For future reference, don’t waste your time like that. A phone call would have been sufficient.” Sarah folded her hands in her lap, still smiling, still looking right at her. “What’s going on? We went from Whistler to this, and I’m not exactly sure how we got here.”

Nell looked down at her knees, the chair creaking beneath her as she leaned forward. “I thought you were falling in love with me,” she admitted quietly.

Sarah’s expression didn’t change; she just tilted her head slightly to the side, waiting for Nell to continue. So she did.

“After Vegas, you started looking at me differently. And then Whistler . . .” Nell waved her hand vaguely through the air. “Things felt different, and I panicked.”

“Why?”

There was her Sarah—the one who always had a question to ask.

She braced herself for what was coming next. Taking a measured breath as she calmly explained herself, like she had done with other women she had found herself in this position with before.

“Because I don’t do romance—romantic relationships, that is. I never have. It’s not something I crave nor am interested in.” She watched Sarah for any sign of reaction, but Sarah gave her nothing. “I like connection with women, and I like sex. And we have . . .” She closed her eyes as memories flooded her of the two of them tangled up in all sorts of ways. “. . . phenomenal sex. But that gushy, romantic stuff? Love letters and butterflies and craving, longing looks—it’s never been something I’ve wanted. I don’t feel any of that. I never have. And every woman I’ve ever been with has eventually tried to change me, or left me, or both, because of it.”

She paused, but Sarah didn’t speak.

“I never wanted to hurt you,” Nell said, quieter now, already resigned to the fact that this was most likely the end of her and Sarah. Experience was, after all, the greatest teacher. “Rule number twelve: never break your own rules. Quite possibly my most important rule.” She gulped down air, willing herself not to break. “I broke all my rules for you. I care so much about you, and you mean so much to me, and that scares me. The thought of not having you in my life? That brought out some uncomfortable feelings that I pretty spectacularly mismanaged. And instead of doing something logical—like, I don’t know, having a conversation about it—I pulled away, like a coward. It was easier for me to distance myself from you than to try and have this conversation because, at the end of the day, I’m embarrassed that I let this happen.”

The silence that followed was long and loud, bordering on painful, as she looked at Sarah. The persistent beeping of the monitor felt like it was mocking her, and the faint buzz from the overhead fluorescent light was just loud enough to be incredibly annoying.

When Sarah finally spoke, her voice was surprisingly calm and measured, considering she had every right to be angry.

“I do love you, Nell.”

Nell stilled. Eyes cast down, suddenly very interested in the hospital blanket draped across Sarah’s lap. This was exactly what she’d been afraid of.

“But love with a lowercase l,” Sarah said, smiling brightly. “You know—uncomplicated, mutually-horny-for-each-other kind of love, but not romantic in any way, shape, or form.”

“You—what?” she asked tentatively.

“And now that I’m thinking about it . . .” Sarah’s voice slipped into the gentle teasing tone Nell had come to know so well. “It’s presumptuous of you to assume I’d fall in love with you, especially when I’ve been telling you for months that I’m unfortunately, hopelessly in love with Beth.”

Nell stared at her.

“Tell me something,” Sarah said, reaching out and taking her hand. “Have I ever asked you for more than you’ve offered?”

She felt the answer immediately, along with the accompanying embarrassment. “No,” she said slowly, “you haven’t.”

“Right. Because I listen to you. You’ve told me multiple times that you aren’t looking for romance, and I respect that because I’m not looking for that from you either. I like this—what we’re doing—and I like you exactly as you are. No changes. No upgrades needed.”

Nell rubbed her face in her hands, shoulders slumping. How had she misread everything? “God, I feel so stupid.”

“You’re not stupid. You’re just used to people punishing you for not fitting into the boxes they want to put you in.”

She felt the warmth of Sarah’s hand as it reached out to cup her cheek, tilting her chin up so she could look into her hazel eyes.

“There is nothing wrong with you living your life the way that fits you. Who am I to have any input about that? There is nothing wrong with being aromantic, Nell.”

That word hit her like a bucket of ice water dumped over her body, sending a chill all the way through her to the very tips of her fingers. “Aromantic,” she whispered, as the label clicked into place.

She had never thought about it that way. But now that Sarah had said the word out loud, it felt obvious. Simple really. She had spent decades of her life feeling broken and undeserving because she couldn’t match other people where they were, but it never dawned on her that maybe that was okay. Maybe she didn’t have to keep feeling like she was the problem.

“You’re not broken. You’re absolutely perfect just the way you are. I know you, and I know how caring you are and how deeply you love those who are close to you. It’s okay not to want grand romantic gestures or a traditional coupled relationship. Your heart works differently, but that doesn’t make it wrong or any less valid. You just need different things.”

Her tears came suddenly and unexpectedly, silently at first, falling from the corners of her eyes, and then her whole body was shaking uncontrollably as she folded over Sarah’s lap. Sarah rubbed small, soothing circles over her shoulder blades but didn’t say anything, simply let her feel what she needed to feel in that moment: a deep appreciation for someone finally seeing her—truly seeing her—without wanting to change her.

Nell let out a long, shaky sound that was somewhere between a laugh and a sob as she sat up, wiping away her tears. God, what must she look like right now.

“I’m sorry,” she said, trying to compose herself. “That’s—no one has said that to me before.”

Sarah smiled at her and shrugged. “People can be dicks sometimes, or maybe they didn’t have the language for how to have this conversation with you. I’m sorry you’ve been sitting with all these feelings alone for so long. That’s not an easy weight to carry.”

“No.” She sniffed. “It’s not.”

Nell stood and crossed the room to where a box of tissues sat before grabbing a few and blowing her nose. The single-ply, hospital-grade tissue scratched uncomfortably against her skin.

“Thank you,” she said quietly, taking the seat next to Sarah once more. “For being you.”

Sarah smiled at her. “Any time.”

There was a soft tap at the door, and they turned to see Nate standing there.

“I heard there were two damsels in need of rescue.” He smiled broadly, leaning against the doorframe. “Now, I thought it was pretty obvious that if you have a shellfish allergy, maybe you shouldn’t eat shellfish, Sarah,” he teased.

“Shut up, Nate,” Nell and Sarah responded at the same time, locking eyes as they shared a smile.

Nate raised his hand in defense. “I’m only joking. Glad you’re okay, but we’re definitely upping our safety checks moving forward. It’s a good thing our Nell here is so studious. You know she made me watch all these videos on how to administer an EpiPen? And now we have them in all her residences and the jet?”

Sarah looked at her with adoration. “You did that all for me?”

“I’d do just about anything for you, Sarah.”
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The Pacific Gymnastics Training Center was filled with its usual high energy when Sarah arrived. She walked across the lobby, clutching a cardboard drink tray from the Grumpy Goat. The familiar sound of creaking spring floors met her ears as she entered the gym area. She paused, scanning the space before spotting Jamie across the room, past the uneven bars, talking Lily through her routine.

It had been a few weeks since she had firmly set the boundary with Beth in her living room, but that didn’t quite stop the guilt she carried over the look Beth had given her. She somehow felt that she had done something wrong, but logically, she knew that wasn’t the case. She identified the feeling and shut it down immediately. Had she maybe been a little more intense with her response than the situation warranted? Possibly. That didn’t stop the feeling, however, that she deserved a fucking medal for finally taking that step toward detaching herself from Beth completely.

Beth had tried to call her the following day, and Sarah had sent her directly to voicemail. When Beth texted, Sarah ignored that, too. If it wasn’t about Lily, it wasn’t her problem anymore.

But it was guilt over the fact that she hadn’t been strong enough until this moment to do what she should have done years ago that found her not only avoiding Beth, but also avoiding Jamie. Jamie was smart, though, and had caught on to her avoidance over the past few weeks.

Sarah had promised Lily that she would swing by the gym after her yoga class, and when she stopped for coffee, she decided to pick up an extra one for Jamie as a peace offering, a way in to gauge what Jamie knew.

Jamie grinned as Sarah approached. That had to be a good sign, right?

“Hey! Happy Wednesday,” Sarah said awkwardly, holding out one of the cups toward her.

Jamie looked at her, puzzled for a moment, but accepted the coffee anyway. “Thanks,” she said, taking a sip. “You remembered I’m a lavender latte girl.”

“Of course I remembered. I somehow ended up surrounded by a family of women who love lavender. You, Lily, and Kelly.”

“And Beth,” Jamie pointed out. “She loves lavender, too.”

“She does, yeah,” Sarah quietly agreed. Beth had always loved lavender. She knew that better than anyone.

“Why are you bringing me coffee? It’s your birthday today; shouldn’t this be the other way around?” Jamie asked, dark eyes searching hers.

“I knew you’d be here today and wanted to do something nice. Besides, I’m not big into birthdays.”

“Thanks, Sarah. I really appreciate it. I needed this today.”

“Everything okay?” Sarah asked tentatively, as she rubbed her thumb against the condensation of her own cup.

“It will be,” Jamie answered, providing her with nothing more.

Sarah sipped her drink silently, trying not to read too much into what Jamie had said, as they watched Lily work through her routine. Jamie had gotten much better at holding her cards close to her chest. When they had first met, she could read Jamie easily, but now, it was a totally different story.

She felt a familiar feeling ignite inside her. That overwhelming urge to fix, to take control and clear the air. “Jamie, I⁠—”

“I have something for you,” Jamie said quickly, the slightest hint of uncertainty in her voice.

“You do?”

“Yeah. Just a little birthday gift. It’s in my car.” She started to protest—Jamie really didn’t need to go through all the trouble of getting her a birthday gift—but Jamie held up her hand, a smile already at the corners of her mouth. “Don’t argue.”

They made their way through the parking lot side by side. Jamie popped the trunk of her Subaru Outback, reached inside, and pulled out a small box wrapped in newspaper comic strips. Jamie held it for a moment, as if considering whether she really wanted to give it to her.

“Happy birthday, Sarah,” she said, handing the gift to her.

Sarah took it from her gently. “Jamie, you really didn’t have to get me anything.”

“I wanted to. Just open it, please.”

Sarah’s hands shook slightly as she held the gift. God, this was awkward. “I like the wrapping paper.”

Jamie smiled. “The comic section has never failed me.”

She peeled back the paper, tugging the comics away, and lifted the lid of the box. Inside, safely nestled in brown paper, was a set of four hand-blown glass tumblers. Each one had a slightly different shape—some taller, some a bit wider, some not perfectly cylindrical. The glass was mostly clear, but shot through with messy, colorful swirls of reds, oranges, and yellow, creating a fire-like effect.

“They’re gorgeous.” She carefully lifted one from the box, twirling it in the light. “Did you make these?”

Jamie nodded, her smile spreading. “Yeah. Beth and I took a glass-blowing class a while back, and I kept going back for more. I’m getting pretty good at it.” She gestured to the glasses. “I know they don’t look perfect, but working with glass has taught me a lot about managing my expectations around perfection. Glass is a very unforgiving medium. You can’t force it to do exactly what you want, or else it shatters. All the conditions can be perfect, and you can still end up with cracks.” She shrugged. “It’s infuriating, but a good reminder to myself to roll with things as they happen.”

Sarah swallowed hard, trying to follow Jamie, realizing that they weren’t really talking about the tumblers anymore. She ran her finger over the rim of one of the glasses, her thumb finding faint ripples along the uneven edge.

“I’m learning there’s a lot of charm in imperfection,” Jamie said softly.

“That’s rather poetic.”

“Yeah, I guess. Anyway, I thought you’d enjoy the glasses. Maybe we could drink some bourbon together sometime soon.”

“Thank you,” she said quietly. Sarah did like them. A lot. They were one of the most thoughtful gifts she had ever received. “Really, Jamie. Thanks.”

They stood like that for a moment, the warm spring breeze late March brought with it tugging at the flaps of Jamie’s jacket. “I know you and Beth aren’t really talking right now, and that’s why you’ve been avoiding family dinners, but I miss seeing you around. You’re always welcome at the house. You know that, right?”

Her throat tightened at Jamie’s words. “Yeah,” she said. “I know.”

Jamie kicked a stray leaf near her foot. “It’s hard sometimes. We’re all trying to make this blended family thing work in our own ways. But I’ve always valued this. I’ve never really been a part of a family until I became a part of yours, and . . . thank you for letting me be a part of it.”

This conversation would be so much easier if Sarah knew what Jamie knew. Screw the clarity she had been looking for; this little talk had only added to her confusion.

“I’m not trying to blow anything up. I just need a little space,” Sarah said, suddenly overcome with the need to defend herself.

“I know you aren’t,” Jamie said gently.

“Beth and I—communication has never really been our strong suit. We’re not quite getting each other right now. But we always work it out, whatever it is. For Lily.”

“I know that, too.”

A long beat of silence passed between them that made her want to leave her body behind.

“Thank you for the glasses,” Sarah said again, wrapping them back in the newspaper and closing the lid to the box. “They’re perfect.”

Jamie smiled the kind of smile that held too much to just be about the gift she had given her. “I’d hoped they’d be useful to you. Even if, you know, they’re a little off.”

“They are perfectly imperfect.”

Jamie nodded in agreement. “Happy birthday, Sarah.” She smiled and turned to go back into the gym, where Lily was waiting.

That evening, Sarah pulled onto the tree-lined driveway that sloped its way down to her house. An unfamiliar car was already parked in the driveway, and as she looked closer, she spotted two familiar figures sitting on the steps of her front porch.

Nell and Nate sat shoulder to shoulder, each holding what looked like matching portable gaming devices, both intensely focused, their thumbs rapidly tapping buttons, neither seeming to have noticed Sarah’s car pulling into the driveway.

She pulled under the carport and put the car in park. It was only when the car door shut that Nate looked up, grinning at her.

“Hey. Just a sec; Nell is about to kick my ass.”

Sarah shifted her bag and the package containing the gift from Jamie in her hands as she approached the pair, but not before catching the smile on Nell’s face.

“Take that!” Nell said, bumping her shoulder into Nate, who groaned. She looked up at Sarah, smile wide, piercing eyes catching hers.

“What in the world are you two doing here?” Even through her confusion, Sarah smiled. The two of them had talked yesterday evening, but Nell had made no mention of being in town.

“Waiting for you, birthday girl.” Nate stood, slid the game into his sweatshirt pocket, and pulled her into a bear hug, which she returned. “Staying away from those king crab legs?” he asked.

Sarah laughed into Nate’s shoulder. “It’s been challenging, but I prefer to be alive, so yes.”

“Good. Well, I’m off, you two. Have fun.” He gave a salute with his hand before hopping into his car. As he drove away, Sarah turned to Nell, who was still looking at her with those bright eyes.

“Is showing up unannounced at my house going to become a common occurrence?” Sarah raised a quizzical eyebrow at Nell, who was still beaming at her. There was something so genuine about how Nell was looking at her—like seeing her was the best thing that had happened to Nell all day.

“I guess I could consider calling ahead from time to time, but where’s the fun in that?”

“What are you really doing here?” Sarah asked quietly.

A couple of weeks had gone by since the unfortunate shellfish incident. While their arrangement was technically over, everything still felt exactly the same as it did before, which left Sarah with more questions than answers, but she was too tired after the events of the last few weeks to dig any deeper.

Nell motioned to the front porch as if it were self-explanatory. “No one should be alone on their birthday.”

Sarah blinked, then smiled. “I wasn’t going to be alone for my birthday. I have plans.”

“Oh, really? Plans? You didn’t mention anything when we talked yesterday,” Nell said dryly.

“Neither did you, and look, here you are.” She smirked. “Yes, I have birthday plans . . . with my couch, and some Thai takeout, maybe a little bourbon, and Mamma Mia!”

“Ah, I see. Party for one.” Nell kept smiling at her like she was missing the joke. “Do you think maybe there’s room for it to be a party for two?”

Sarah considered for a split second, her smile already pulling at the corner of her mouth. “I always have room in my life for you, Nell.”

Sarah held out her hand. Nell took it without a second thought, and Sarah led her inside.

They each removed their shoes, and Sarah placed the box with Jamie’s gift on the small table next to the door. When she turned around, Nell was already halfway down the hall, taking in the wall of family photos that hung neatly in front of her. Sarah watched closely.

It was odd seeing Nell here, in her home. Up until a few weeks ago, their entire arrangement had existed solely in Nell’s spaces. And now, here she was, sock-footed in Sarah’s entryway, looking at her family photos. It made Sarah suddenly self-conscious.

She rubbed her hands down the sides of her leggings. “I know it’s not quite as grand as any of your houses,” she said softly.

Nell turned from the photo she had been looking at—one of Sarah, Beth, and Lily from a family trip they had taken to Nantucket when Lily was three years old. “Oh, shut up,” Nell said, with a small smile.

“Did you just tell me to shut up?” Sarah crossed her arms over her chest.

Nell reached out, the brush of her hand against Sarah’s forearm a welcome comfort.

“I did. You know why?”

“Why?”

“Because your home? Your home will always be better than any of mine.”

Sarah tilted her head, perplexed by Nell’s response.

“It feels like love lives here. I felt it as soon as I walked in.” She turned back to look at the photos on the wall. Photos of Sarah, Lily, Beth, Kelly; even Wren and Jamie had made it onto the wall. Memories of her favorite people, forever frozen in time. “What’s a girl got to do to get her photo on the wall?” she asked quietly.

Sarah’s heart gave a contented ache. She knew they needed to talk more about where things stood with them, but Nell was here, showing up for her, and that was all that mattered right now. She slid her arm around Nell’s waist, bumping her hip against her. “Stick around a while, and I think there’s a pretty decent chance you’ll end up here, too.”

Nell turned toward her. Folding her body against hers, nuzzling her face into the crook of Sarah’s neck. Sarah wrapped her arms tighter around Nell.

“I missed you,” Nell murmured, so faintly Sarah almost didn’t catch it.

“It’s only been a few weeks since I saw you,” she pointed out.

“I know, but it was still too long.”

“Well, I think we can easily fix that in the future.”

“I like that idea.” Nell pulled back. “Oh, I have something for you!”

Nell went back into the foyer, and after a moment of rummaging through her purse, she pulled out a red square box tied with a black satin bow.

Sarah shot her a questioning look. “You didn’t have to get me anything,” she tried to say, but Nell gently pressed the box into her hands.

“It’s your birthday, Sarah. You deserve to be spoiled. Now, open it, please.”

Nell watched her excitedly as Sarah pulled at the ribbon, sliding it off, and opened the lid.

A sleek, gold watch was positioned on a black velvet pillow. Diamonds circled the rectangular watch face, and as she ran a finger over the cool metal surface, she could only imagine how much something like this had cost.

“Turn it over,” Nell said, grinning.

Sarah delicately removed the watch from its perch, flipping it over in her hands. Etched on the back of the watch face was a singular letter—a lowercase l.

“I love you with a lowercase l, Sarah Gallagher.”

Sarah looked at the watch, at the inscription, and then at Nell. For the first time in her life, she was at a loss for words.

“I wanted to get you something classic, something worthy of who you are, and this felt like the perfect piece,” Nell said, taking the watch from her and pulling Sarah’s hand toward her. A glint of gold caught the light as Nell’s own watch sat delicately around her wrist. “It’s similar to mine, but just a little different. Just like us.”

The cool surface of the watchband made contact with her skin as Nell’s fingers worked the clasp, setting the watch in place. She looked down at her hand still in Nell’s, an overwhelming surge of deep appreciation rising within her.

“Every time I look at my watch, I think of where I want to be next. More recently, when I ask myself that question, the answer is with you. You get me in ways I’m still learning to understand, and you leave space for me to be myself, without having to box up parts of me to appease others. I wanted to get you something to show you how much I value those parts of you.”

Sarah didn’t realize tears had begun to form in her eyes until Nell reached toward her, wiping one away with the pad of her thumb.

“Look at me. I’m ridiculous, crying like this,” Sarah whispered, turning her head to wipe at her eyes.

“No part of you is ridiculous. You’re perfect, exactly as you are. You’ve taught me that.” Nell cupped her cheek in her delicate hands. Sarah leaned into the touch as Nell held the moment a bit longer. “Now, you said something about Thai food and Mamma Mia!?”

Sarah choked out a laugh. “Yeah, I did.”

A short while later, they settled into the overstuffed couch in Sarah’s family room. Takeout containers from her favorite Thai place in town were scattered across the coffee table, Nell reaching for a container of Pad Thai as Sarah flicked on the TV.

“Who watches Mother Goth?” Nell asked, seeing the recently watched YouTube videos that both Lily and Wren obsessed over weekly.

“Wait a minute,” Sarah asked slowly. “You’re familiar with Mother Goth? The streamer who makes all that content about the Sims and builds mansions in a bedazzled cat mask? How on earth do you know who she is?”

“You seem pretty familiar with her, too,” Nell pointed out.

“Only because Lily and Wren watch her videos religiously, and, as a parent, I make sure to familiarize myself with the types of digital content my kid consumes. It’s a little weird, if you ask me. I don’t fully understand why the girls like watching someone else play a video game.”

With a few clicks of the remote, Sarah pulled up Mamma Mia!

“I can see the appeal,” Nell said thoughtfully, taking a bite of her food, “especially if someone is really into the game. Plus, the added opportunity for that creator to monetize their platform? Don’t knock nontraditional ways of making money.”

“I didn’t know this was a passion of yours,” Sarah teased, as she hit play on the movie.

“You want to talk about hidden passions? When were you going to tell me you’re a huge ABBA fan?” Nell nudged her foot against Sarah’s thigh playfully as she settled back into the couch.

“You’re not? Everyone loves ABBA.”

“I’m impartial at best,” Nell deadpanned.

“C’mon! No one goes harder for ‘Gimme! Gimme! Gimme! (A Man After Midnight)’ than the lesbians.”

“If you say so . . .”

The opening song began to play, and Nell groaned. Sarah smiled because, little known to Nell, she was about to turn this movie night into a sing-along just for her.

For someone who claimed not to be a fan, Nell knew all the words to every song as the two of them belted their hearts out, breathless and barefoot and laughing in her family room, as they jumped around acting out each musical number, and when it was over—when the movie had ended and they had cleaned up the takeout containers—Sarah couldn’t help the smile she wore. This had been her best birthday ever.
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EIGHTEEN
NELL


Unfamiliar quiet met Nell as her eyes fluttered open to a ceiling she didn’t recognize. It was smooth and white, faintly shadowed by the muted gray light that pushed its way through sheer curtains.

Her senses sharpened as sleep slowly left her. She could hear the sound of water lapping against a shore somewhere nearby. For a second, she lay perfectly still, her mind still trying to shake off the fuzziness of sleep.

She was at Sarah’s house.

In Sarah’s room.

In Sarah’s bed.

The memory of the night before unspooled in her mind, her thoughts coming into focus. Thai takeout, Mamma Mia!, a lot of singing, and she and Sarah talking well into the early hours of the morning until Nell had drifted off to sleep.

She shifted, and the crinkle of sheets that smelled faintly of clean linen and vanilla in an undeniably Sarah way rustled around her. Nell loved it. She took comfort in it as she took a deep breath in, letting Sarah’s scent fill her. The nightstand next to her had a neat stack of books set beside a slim black frame with a photo of Sarah and Lily on a beach somewhere, the wind blowing their hair around as they laughed, frozen in time mid-motion. Nell studied the photo for a moment, appreciating how happy and free Sarah looked.

A faint shuffle of footsteps broke the stillness—several sets, actually, now that Nell was more awake and listening. The footsteps moved through the house in uneven rhythms. Low voices followed, softened by the walls to the point where she couldn’t quite make out what they were saying. She sank deeper into the pillows, trying and failing to catch a few more minutes of sleep, but then the door opened and closed in one quiet motion as Sarah reentered the room.

She slipped inside, closing the door with a carefulness meant for Nell’s benefit. Sarah was trying not to wake her. Too late. Nell watched Sarah, with her tousled hair and her sweater with her sleeves pushed up, revealing her toned forearms, her cheeks still faintly flushed.

“I’m awake,” Nell said quietly, drawing Sarah’s eyes to hers.

“Sorry,” Sarah whispered, as she crossed the room toward the bed. “Lily and Kelly both needed to stop by this morning. I thought we were going to have the morning to ourselves . . .”

Nell pushed herself up on one elbow. “It’s okay that I’m here, though, right?” she asked, suddenly worried she may have overstepped when she showed up unannounced the day before.

Sarah looked at her with those sparkling eyes. “Yes, of course it’s okay. It’s just that my worlds are kind of colliding this morning before I had a chance to prepare for it. As a rule, Beth and I would usually talk before someone stayed over, especially if there was a chance Lily would be around.” She trailed off like she was skirting too close to a topic she wasn’t ready to unpack yet.

Nell didn’t press her for more. She knew Sarah would talk to her when she was ready. She always did. Still, that prickling sensation was beginning to spread through her at the thought of what Sarah might have to say to her.

Nell shifted in the bed, leaning against the headboard. “So, what’s the plan?” She tilted her head to the hall behind the closed door Sarah was still leaning against. “Are you planning on hiding me away here until the coast is clear?”

Sarah’s laugh softened the mood between them. “They should be gone in the next few minutes. Lily needs to get to practice, and Kelly is flying back east for a few days to visit our brother Ryan. Give it ten minutes, and we should be good.”

Nell watched as Sarah drummed her fingers nervously against the door, and they waited in a silence Nell wished were more comfortable. So, she decided to change it. “Kelly is your younger sister, I’m guessing. You’ve got eldest-daughter energy written all over you.” She smiled as Sarah’s shoulders dropped.

Sarah crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed facing her. “Yup. Kelly is the youngest. Then there is Ryan, Molly, Liam, the twins: Colin and Bridget, Erin, and then me.”

“I’m going to go out on a limb here and guess you’re from a good Irish Catholic family.” Sarah’s smile confirmed her suspicion.

“Good is a strong word, but yes. Born and raised Irish Catholic, though I don’t practice much these days.”

“I know a thing or two about complex family dynamics.”

They shared a knowing smile as the front door slammed shut somewhere in the house beneath them and the last shuffle of footsteps faded.

“I was thinking we could grab some coffee and maybe go for a walk?” Sarah asked sweetly, gauging Nell’s interest.

“That sounds perfect,” she answered, because it was. Spending the day with Sarah was exactly what she wanted to do.

Sarah pulled her Porsche to a stop in front of a brick building covered in sprawling vines beginning to bud. A wooden sign in the shape of a goat swayed gently in the breeze. The cool March air hit her cheeks as she stepped onto the sidewalk, looking around the tucked-away side street. Mist hung low over the marina, giving everything fuzzy edges, while the steady creak of fishing boats rocking lazily against moorings drifted to them.

Nell slowed next to Sarah, who had stopped just shy of the door to the coffee shop, her face pale.

“What’s wrong?” Nell asked quietly.

Sarah’s eyes stayed fixed on the café windows. “You know what,” she said, slipping her hand into Nell’s and tugging her gently back toward the car. “I think we should go somewhere else.”

As Sarah tugged, Nell stayed rooted to the spot, her eyes following Sarah’s gaze inside to a cluster of people hanging around the counter. Someone must have said something funny, because they were laughing. And then she caught it. The flash of a familiar profile. Jamie. Next to her, Beth and two men she didn’t know. But, judging by Sarah’s response, she must.

“What’s going on?” She tugged Sarah’s arm gently, pulling her back toward her. “You’re suddenly scared to go in there because of them?” She tilted her head toward the building.

Sarah didn’t answer, choosing instead to look down at the ground.

“What aren’t you telling me?”

Sarah glanced back at the window, and that’s when Nell noticed it. A nervousness that wasn’t there before.

“There was this thing at my house with Beth a few weeks ago. A look. It shouldn’t have happened, but it was the thing that finally made it click for me. I’m done spending my time wanting someone who has repeatedly made it clear they don’t want me. I deserve better. So I told her I needed space. She and I haven’t really spoken since, not outside of Lily-related things, and it’s all kind of . . .”

“Messy?” Nell gave Sarah’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “When did this happen?” she asked, even though she was pretty sure she knew.

“The same day you showed up at my house. Right before we went to dinner.”

Nell remembered it clearly. The way Beth had looked in shock as she had exited Sarah’s house. There had been a moment when Nell stepped out of her car that their eyes had met in the driveway, stopping Beth in her tracks before she fumbled her keys.

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” she asked softly.

“I wasn’t sure how to tell you. We’ve always talked pretty openly about my feelings for Beth, but when it happened, you and I weren’t speaking, and then the whole allergy situation came up, and, if I’m being honest, I’ve spent the last few weeks trying not to be so angry at myself for letting her have such a hold over me for so long.”

A thread of pride wove its way through Nell’s chest as Sarah spoke. Nell had built her life on boundaries, and now, seeing Sarah claim her own brought a kind of clarity she had always wanted for her—for Sarah to finally claim her power.

Nell looked over Sarah’s shoulder, through the windows, then back at her. “If you really want to go, we can go, but I can’t think of a better fuck you than walking right into that shop with your head held high and me on your arm.”

Sarah smiled, gingerly at first, but soon it took over, extending to every part of her. “Isn’t that a little petty?”

Nell shrugged. “Maybe, but who cares?”

Sarah shook her head, that smile still in place.

“You can do this,” Nell murmured, looping her arm through Sarah’s as they approached the building. She pulled the door open for Sarah, adding low enough for only Sarah to hear, “Don’t you dare make yourself small for their comfort.”

She enjoyed the faint blush that immediately crept into Sarah’s complexion, and she’d be lying if she said it didn’t give her a sense of satisfaction—one she didn’t bother to hide.

Inside, the warmth of the building enveloped them, along with the scents of espresso and something sweet. Conversation lulled as several sets of eyes landed on the two of them together, and it was a second before Jamie spoke.

“Hey, Sarah. Hey, Nell.” Her voice carried, warm and inviting, filled with an easy enthusiasm. Nell could feel Sarah’s shoulders relax the slightest bit as she pretended to be busy reading the menu.

Jamie handled introductions. “Nell, you’ve met Beth, and this is Sean and his boyfriend Pat—sorry, fiancé, we just found out—they own this place.”

“Congratulations!” Sarah said to the men behind the counter, still avoiding Beth.

Nell couldn’t pass up the opportunity to watch Beth, whose eyes lingered on Sarah a touch longer than necessary, before shifting to meet Nell’s gaze, only to look away as fast.

Sarah stepped toward the counter and ordered for both of them. “Triple-shot for me, and a large coffee with extra milk for her—and make it as ungodly sweet as you can, please.”

Nell was about to protest, but then she caught the way Sarah looked at her over her shoulder with a wink that said, I know how you really take your coffee. That look only made her smile bigger.

They stepped to the side to wait for their drinks.

“Nell, it’s always nice to see you,” Beth said, drawing Nell’s attention. “I didn’t realize you were in town.”

Her tone didn’t quite convey animosity. No, it was more like Beth was trying to figure her out. Whatever it was, Nell wasn’t a fan. She knew it wasn’t her place, technically, but no one messed with Sarah and got away with it without suffering a little first. Not if Nell could help it.

“I flew in yesterday as a little birthday surprise for Sarah. Couldn’t have her spending the day alone.” Nell smirked and wrapped a protective arm around Sarah’s waist, sliding her hand into the back pocket of her jeans. Sarah leaned right into her.

Beth’s eyes widened at her movement, and with the slight raise of her brow, Nell dared her to say something, but if she had thoughts about it, Beth didn’t say them.

“It got so late last night that we decided to make a weekend out of it, didn’t we, Sarah?” Nell added for good measure, enjoying the way she was able to get under Beth’s skin so easily. She had always enjoyed the feeling of knowing when she was able to unsettle someone.

Beth stared at them for a moment as Jamie continued to chat with Sean and Pat about wedding plans. “Sounds like a great way to spend your birthday, Sar.”

“It’s been one of the best birthdays in a while,” Sarah said, turning those hazel eyes on Nell, smiling brightly as their drinks were called.

They grabbed them and made their way back out into the damp air again, her arm still resting comfortably around Sarah, neither of them in a rush to let go as they walked.

The waterfront trail curved ahead of them in a slow sweep of weathered boards hugging the edge of the marina, where rows of sailboats rocked gently in their slips. Low, gray clouds were smudged along the horizon, mist still hanging in the air. Every so often, the cry of a gull echoed across the water.

Nell shifted the compostable to-go cup in her hands, warming her fingers against the heat. The scent of coffee and damp pine mixed in the air. Sarah walked quietly beside her, their strides easily syncing as they kept moving down the boarded walkway away from the coffee shop.

“Nell Stanhope, the protector. Who knew?” Sarah said quietly, between the gently tap of their footsteps.

“I’m protective of the people I like. All I did was tell the truth. I didn’t like the idea of you being alone on your birthday, which is why I came to visit.” She shrugged as they came to a stop.

They leaned against the railing of the walkway, coffee in hand, looking out over the water. Nell watched a line of ducks cut across the mirrored surface, leaving ripples in their wake that bent the reflections of the masts and riggings, surrounding them into unnatural shapes. She didn’t want to be the first to talk.

Sarah took slow sips of her coffee, and from the corner of her eye, Nell watched her. Watched the way her eyes shifted across the marina, so clearly lost in thought. Finally, she spoke. “We should probably . . . talk about things.”

Nell lifted her brows, not entirely surprised by Sarah’s request, but also not jumping to fill the silence. She let the word “things” sit in the space between them, along with the fog.

“You’re really going to play the silent card?” Sarah said, with a smile, bumping her shoulder gently against her. “So predictable.” She felt the warmth of Sarah’s hand on her forearm, the weight of her touch comforting her growing unease. “We need to talk about you and me. What this is. And what it’s not. I think we both could use a little clarity here.”

“I do value clarity,” Nell said, with a laugh, bringing her hand to rest on top of Sarah’s. “Alright. Let’s talk about it.”

Sarah glanced sideways at her before looking back out over the water. “So, you’re aromantic.”

Nell smirked. “One hopelessly nonromantic sapphic here.”

“And I . . .” Sarah’s voice took on a wry edge. “. . . am a hopeless romantic. You know, soulmates and all that.”

Nell gripped her coffee cup a little tighter at that statement, fearing what was coming next. She braced herself for the rejection Sarah was surely about to deliver. “I know,” Nell said. “But I like that we are different in this way.”

Sarah turned, tilting her head, a stray wisp of hair falling in front of her eyes before she swept it effortlessly behind her ear. Her cheeks were perfectly rosy from the chilly air, but that intensity still burned behind her eyes.

“You like that I want something you don’t?”

“I do.” She let out a long breath as she organized everything she wanted to say to Sarah. “You make it look so easy—knowing exactly what you want and asking for it.” Her voice caught, but she pushed through. “You and I don’t think about love in the same way, but I love how you see it, even if it isn’t the type of love for me. I love how sure you are, while still encouraging me to be exactly who I am, not trying to pull me into your version of it. You make me think about connection and care, and about the many ways one can belong to someone and what that truly means. The way we love each other has made my world bigger than I ever imagined. None of that would have happened if you and I didn’t see love differently.”

She’d barely finished her sentence when Sarah pulled her into a hug, wrapping her arms tightly around her, enveloping her in warmth as their bodies pressed together. It took a few seconds for Nell’s body to relax into the touch, but she let herself feel the weight of Sarah as she brought her arms up to circle her waist in a hug that felt like home.

They stood like that, water lapping at the boards beneath them, just holding each other. “I don’t need to want the exact same things as you to want you in my life, Sarah,” Nell whispered into her shoulder.

Sarah’s arms dropped as she pulled back. Nell immediately missed the comfort of their bodies pressed together.

“Are you sure? Because here’s where I’m feeling like I’m stuck: I’m not interested in seeing other people right now. I’m happy with what we have. It works for me, and, correct me if I’m wrong, but I believe it works for you, too.”

Nell nodded her agreement.

“But you and I think about the future very differently. One day, I do want that romantic, once-in-a-lifetime kind of love, but I know that’s something you’re not interested in, and that kind of leaves me in this stuck place.” She let out a quick, almost embarrassed laugh, but it didn’t hide the worry that accompanied her words. “I know how that sounds, and I hate even saying it out loud because I don’t know what that means for us.”

Sarah finally looked back at her, a hint of sadness in her eyes that Nell really wished wasn’t there because there wasn’t any reason for it. She didn’t like seeing sadness in the place of the fire that usually filled Sarah’s gaze.

“Our continuing with a physical relationship . . .” Sarah began, reaching forward to take Nell’s hand in hers, her thumb gently rubbing over her knuckles. “Would that ruin our chance of maintaining this beautiful understanding of each other we’ve built, when we both know that one day I’m going to want something more than you can offer?”

Nell inhaled damp air as she looked out over the water, fighting her desire to reassure Sarah immediately that yes, they would be just fine if the day ever came, but she stopped herself from answering right away. Instead, she considered.

“I think we would be okay,” Nell said, after a moment. “You’ve always wanted that kind of love. I know that, and I want you to have everything you want in life. But I also need you to know that you wanting that won’t ever make me love you any less. Your place in my life isn’t dependent on whether or not we’re sleeping together. You feel like family to me. I’m not going anywhere just because you want to have your great love story one day. Like it or not, you’re stuck with me.”

Sarah’s smile was reassuring as she asked another question. “So, where does that leave us in your mind?”

Nell shook her head gently, her long braid shaking with the movement. Sarah and her questions—questions she would always do her best to try to answer for her.

“Wherever we want it to. Wherever we decide is best for us. I’m tired of relationships needing to fit so neatly in a box based on what society thinks they should be. Why can’t we just be us, and keep talking along the way to make sure we’re getting what we need? I like sleeping with you. Selfishly, I don’t want to lose out on some of the best sex I’ve ever had. You make me feel safe, and I’ve shown you sides of me that very few others have seen. When I’ve shown them to you, you’ve handled me with care and a gentleness I didn’t realize I needed.”

Sarah’s smile curved gradually, her relief clear. “I’m glad you don’t want it to stop. Neither do I. So that leaves us as . . . friends with benefits? I feel a little too old for that, don’t you? And you feel more important than just a friend.”

“I don’t know what to call it exactly. Do we need to get caught up in the exact label? Can’t we let this continue to be what it’s always been—the two of us having fun together?”

Sarah gave her a long moment of consideration. “You know what? I think that’s exactly what I need. I’ve spent so much time thinking about the future, what comes next, and how I get there from here, but you’ve taught me how to be in the present moment, and I think I need some more of that right now. As for the fun, we are really good at that part, aren’t we?”

They began walking back in the direction of the car, Nell linking her arm with Sarah’s. “I’d say we’re exceptional at it.”

“Okay. Let’s do it,” Sarah said, after another minute. “Just you and me doing our thing, our way.” They turned onto the street where they had parked earlier. “But no more power games. If we’re going to do this, we’re doing it as equals.”

“But I like games,” Nell said, pouting, which caused Sarah to smile.

“And you’re very good at them.” Sarah’s tone slipped into flirtation as her words glided to her. “But I’m a little bored playing by all your rules.” Sarah’s shoulder bumped hers gently. “They were cute, by the way, but I think it’s time we make some new rules together.”

They stopped on the sidewalk in front of Sarah’s car, standing face-to-face now, close enough that Nell had to tilt her chin up slightly to meet Sarah’s gaze.

“New rules?” she asked.

Sarah’s expression shifted, the playfulness dropping from her voice. “Yeah. Our rules.” She hesitated, like she was measuring the importance of getting whatever rule she had up her sleeve right. “Rule number one: when in doubt, overcommunicate. If we’re doing this together—our version of a relationship—I want to make sure we’re on the same page as much as possible.” Sarah held her gaze, confidence replacing the sadness that had been there earlier. “Silence leads to assumptions, and assumptions turn into mistakes. I already learned what it’s like to lose someone I care about because I didn’t say the hard things soon enough. I don’t want that with you, not ever. If this thing is going to work, we need to be communicating clearly and honestly with each other.”

Nell could only nod and smile as Sarah continued.

“Rule number two: we’re physically exclusive. I feel like that one goes without saying, but as per rule number one, when in doubt, overcommunicate. If we’re doing this, exclusivity is a nonnegotiable for me. Is that agreeable to you?”

Nell felt it—that surge of warmth through her body that made her feel like she was glowing from within. “Our rules,” she repeated, liking the sound of it more and more. “I love it.” Her hand cupped Sarah’s cheek, heat spreading from the tips of her fingers down her arm. She pushed up onto her tiptoes and pressed her lips to Sarah’s in a chaste kiss that was soft, gentle, and exactly what she needed. “It’s perfect. Just like you.”

“I think you mean just like us.” Sarah slipped her arm around Nell’s waist, pulling her closer, lips finding hers again as she deepened the kiss. “Now, what was that you were saying about getting back to having fun?” Sarah murmured against her lips, her own curving into a smile.

“That we should do it.”

Sarah wiggled the keys in her hand. “Let’s go.”

Nell opened the passenger door, but something made her glance back over her shoulder at the coffee shop. Beth was still sitting in the window with Jamie, and for just a moment, their eyes met. Nell didn’t react; instead, a quiet heat flared in her chest. Not quite anger—more like a mix of overwhelming protectiveness and pettiness. She gave a small wave accompanied by her signature smirk before sliding into the passenger seat.

The drive back to Sarah’s was filled with flirty banter they easily slipped into. Wordplay as foreplay had always been their specialty. Sarah’s hand rested comfortably on Nell’s thigh, fingers skimming up and down the denim fabric, filling Nell with that warmth of contentment as she let herself settle into the new boundaries of their relationship.

She had gone into this weekend certain that clarity would come at a cost. In her mind, and in the numerous ways she had predicted their conversation going, losing Sarah was the only possible outcome. She didn’t even prepare for—or even dared to let herself consider—that they might land somewhere different.

The sun was beginning to break through the fog as they wound their way down damp pine-lined roads. Light caught the curve of Sarah’s profile as she looked both ways at the intersection before crossing. Her cheeks were still faintly tinged pink from their walk, and loose strands of hair framed her face, but there was a new calmness to her, like Sarah had found a quiet peace. It looked good on her.

When they pulled into the driveway, Sarah made a big show out of running around to her side of the car to open the door before pressing her up against the frame of the vehicle, lips finding Nell’s, sending an exciting thrill right through her. It felt good to be with Sarah without any of the rules or the command she typically tried to exercise. And, to her genuine surprise, she didn’t feel out of control.

Sarah led her inside, where they kicked off their shoes, leaving them by the door before moving deeper into the house. They barely made it down the front hall before Sarah slipped her hands over Nell’s ass, down the backs of her thighs, and scooped her up. Nell’s legs instinctively wrapped around Sarah’s waist, her fingers weaving through Sarah’s honey-brown waves as her back met the wall with a thud, rattling the framed family photos.

She let out a groan when Sarah’s lips found her neck, kissing and sucking and nibbling her most sensitive places like she had done it a thousand times before.

“Sar—ah . . .” She sighed into the feeling of Sarah’s lips as they delivered reassurances she craved. She unwrapped her legs, and Sarah lowered her back to the ground but still kept her pressed firmly against the wall. She stepped back enough to look at her, her eyes darkened with the want she was so clearly feeling—the same want pulsing through Nell at that moment.

“Bedroom,” Sarah said, already threading her fingers through Nell’s to lead her up the stairs.

They moved as fast as they could in a hurry of tangled limbs and bodies, stopping only long enough to steal kisses, nearly tripping over each other in their eagerness. When they reached the bedroom, Sarah didn’t waste a second before she pushed Nell gently onto the bed and crawled up after her, bracing one knee between her thighs.

Sarah caught her mouth in a kiss that was messy and hungry and full of unbridled desire. It was all teeth and tongue as their hands pulled at each other’s clothes, eager to remove them.

“Off,” Sarah demanded, tugging at Nell’s sweater.

Nell grinned against Sarah’s lips as she pulled her sweater over her head before tossing it unceremoniously onto the floor. “God, you’re bossy when you’re turned on,” she said, removing Sarah’s next.

Sarah’s laugh was low and hot. “You love it,” she said, a sharp intake of breath following her words as Nell ran her nails lightly down Sarah’s back.

She was right; Nell did love it. She loved it so fucking much.

Jeans, socks, and underwear hit the floor. Sarah leaned back on her elbows, her eyes sweeping over Nell purposefully and deliberately, taking in all of her in a way that should have made her blush but didn’t because this was Sarah—her Sarah—and there had never been anything to be nervous about with her.

“On top,” Sarah said, tugging Nell’s hand, urging her to move to exactly where Sarah wanted her.

There was no hesitation on her end as she swung one leg over Sarah to straddle her face, positioning herself so she was facing down the length of Sarah’s body. Sarah’s capable hands gripped her hips before sliding lower, nails grazing the backs of her thighs, her breath so hot and close to where Nell wanted it most.

Hands roamed greedily over her body, squeezing, kneading, pulling her down until her knees sank deeper into the mattress on either side of Sarah’s head.

“God, I’ve missed having you like this,” Sarah murmured, her breath hot against Nell’s sensitive skin. “Let me taste you,” she growled.

The first flick of Sarah’s tongue made Nell’s hips jolt as she braced herself with her hands on Sarah’s thighs. A long moan escaped her lips—one she didn’t bother to stifle as she bent forward to slide her tongue through Sarah’s folds, delighted at how wet she already was for her.

“Fuck, Nell . . .” Sarah’s hips rolled up instinctively, but Nell pulled back enough to make her groan in frustration.

“Patience,” she hissed, letting her fingers trace delicate circles around Sarah’s clit. “Don’t want to make this too easy on you. Where’s the fun in that?” she purred, as Sarah gave her a sharp swipe of her tongue. Fuck. The things Sarah could do to her with that tongue.

She bent low again, moving with focused slowness, noticing how Sarah matched her pace, mirroring her movements. She felt her thighs trembling against Sarah’s touch and tongue as she groaned against her, the vibration shooting right through Nell.

They moved together, building their rhythm, each chasing pleasure, each savoring the push and pull of their new dynamic in the way one would speed up just to hear the other gasp, neither willing to let the other win too easily.

Nell flattened her tongue, pressing harder against Sarah’s clit, smiling when Sarah’s hips rolled forward, begging her for more. “You taste so fucking good,” she hummed against Sarah, before taking her clit between her lips, sucking hard enough to draw a perfect, needy cry from Sarah.

Sarah retaliated, her fingers digging into Nell’s ass to hold her exactly where she wanted her.

“You’re shaking,” Sarah said smugly, between long, languid strokes of her tongue that were driving Nell crazy.

“So are you.”

Sarah gave a low laugh that turned into a muffled whimper, pulling a curse from her lips as she dug her nails into the soft flesh of Nell’s hips, quietly chanting, “Don’t stop, just like that, fuck.”

The faster Nell moved her tongue, the deeper Sarah buried her mouth against her, until her thighs shook with the effort of holding herself up.

Together, they were hungry, determined, and needy. Laughter punctuated breathless moans and curses of pleasure, and the sounds of their mouths working.

“Fuck—Sarah,” Nell gasped, her own breathing hitching.

“Don’t you dare stop—” Sarah managed, but her words dissolved into a low, guttural sound when Nell slid two fingers into her, curling them in the way she knew Sarah liked. The noise Sarah made was enough to make Nell’s body clench, her hips rocking against Sarah’s mouth.

“Say it,” Nell demanded, and she alternated the thrust of her fingers with the swipe of her tongue against Sarah’s clit. Sarah’s nails sent a slight, sharp pain through her as she dug them into the back of her thighs once more.

“Fuck—I’m—right—there,” Sarah panted.

Nell didn’t let up, every movement calculated to bring maximum pleasure, pushing Sarah to her edge and holding her there until she could feel her breaking apart in her hands.

Sarah came hard, her whole body tensing, her breaths ragged, but she didn’t let Nell off the hook. Sarah’s hands held her in place, her mouth working faster now, her tongue and lips dragging every last bit of control from Nell.

“Oh, fu—Sarah . . .” Nell whined her name, the pleasure that had been building snapped, her thighs closing involuntarily around Sarah’s head as she rode wave after wave, her muscles trembling.

They collapsed together in a heap of tangled limbs, their skin flushed, breathing like they had run a marathon.

Sarah’s laugh came first, starting low in her chest before it spilled out in waves. Nell couldn’t help herself as her laughter followed.

“God, we’re good at that,” Sarah said, as she turned to face Nell, her eyes sparkling in the midday light. The tug of her own grin pulled at her lips as Sarah’s mouth curved into a lazy smirk. “Don’t get me wrong. What we were doing before was hot, but this?” She laced their fingers together. “This beats the hell out of that any day.”
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NINETEEN
SARAH


Fuck this, Sarah thought, as she crossed one leg over the other, her foot bouncing rapidly, her thoughts swirling. She was so over this.

Jamie sat on her left, and on Jamie’s other side, Beth. It had been a very, very long weekend, but it was the final day of events for the Philadelphia Liberty Spring Classic, and the three of them looked down into an arena filled with gymnastics equipment as athletes warmed up. Lily spotted them from where she was stretching and gestured toward them with her hands in the shape of a heart, just like always.

It had been six weeks since Beth had given her that look—six weeks since her anger at the whole situation had been set to a permanent simmer. On the surface, Sarah could rationalize that it really had been nothing, an honest mistake. But that, coupled with the thousands of shards of all the little touches, glances, and glimmers of hope over the last decade, had slowly cut away at her tolerance for these moments. Now, however, wasn’t the time to figure that out. Now was family time. Time to box up those feelings for the sake of Lily. She had always tried her best to do that for her daughter.

Jamie, for her part, kept trying to make conversation flow effortlessly among the three of them, but even she was getting worn out. So, when the last medal was handed out and Lily darted off to pack her bag, Jamie sighed and looked between them before standing and grabbing her jacket.

“You two need to work out whatever it is that’s going on here.” Beth tried to protest, but Jamie cut her off. “I don’t care about knowing what it is, but as the third coparent here, figure it out before Lily catches on. Don’t ruin her success this weekend with your bad moods. If I can feel them, she definitely can, and that’s not fair to her.” Jamie jerked her head toward the hallway beyond the arena. “I’m taking Lily to dinner back at the hotel. Figure your shit out.”

Jamie stormed off before either Sarah or Beth was able to respond, leaving them staring at each other.

Beth broke first. “Sar⁠—”

“Not here,” Sarah said tersely, looking around. They were in too public a place to have the conversation she needed to have with Beth. She motioned to Beth to follow her, and they weaved their way in silence to Sarah’s rental car. Thankfully, the vehicles surrounding hers had already left.

The car also wasn’t an ideal place for this conversation, but she would make do. She yanked open the driver’s side door before sliding into the seat as Beth settled into the passenger seat beside her, and they each twisted their bodies to face the other as best they could in the cramped space.

“So,” Sarah began.

Beth crossed her arms, not looking at her. “Are you finally going to tell me why you’ve been giving me the silent treatment? I knew you might be a little upset, but not talking to me feels like an extreme reaction to what really was nothing.”

That did it. The low simmer that had been maintained all weekend jumped to a boil. Sarah inhaled deeply.

“Are you serious?” A cold bark reserved only for moments of complete indignation slipped out before she could stop it. “Honestly, I could be more upset. This is me holding back. And no, I don’t think it’s an extreme reaction when you looked at me the way you did when you have a girlfriend⁠—”

Beth’s jaw tightened. “It didn’t mean anything. It was just an old habit.”

Sarah stared at her, hurt and disbelief creeping in at her words as the confines of the rental car seemed to press in around her. The way Beth’s eyes had intentionally traced their way down to her lips that night hadn’t been a mistake. There was too much purpose behind it. To claim otherwise was simply insulting.

“And that’s exactly why I need space from you. Because I can’t tell the difference between old habits and actual intention with you, and it’s not fair on so many levels, but especially considering that you know exactly”—her throat constricted—“you know exactly how I feel about you, how I’ve always felt about you. Can you look at me and honestly say you don’t know?”

She looked to Beth, hoping to see the answers she craved written across her face, easy enough for her to read, but Beth gave her nothing. Her head hung, long blond waves creating a curtain she shielded herself behind as she absently picked at the skin around her nail bed, like she had done for as long as Sarah had known her.

Her question was met with silence, leaving Sarah to fill in the blanks once again herself.

“You know,” Sarah said quietly, hurt clinging to her words as she desperately tried to understand. “You know, and you looked at me like that anyway . . .”

Beth nodded once, still not saying anything. Sarah took a deep breath, willing herself to continue in her pursuit of clarity.

“If you knew how I felt about you, then why? Why would you look at me like that? What made you feel like that was fair to me? I’ve kept my feelings for you in check for years because I respect you, and I respect Jamie. Why have you never been able to show me the same respect?” Sarah choked out, fighting back her tears.

Beth flinched. “I do respect you. The look had nothing to do with me not respecting you. How can you say that?”

“Then why? Why are you still looking at me like that when you chose someone else?”

“Because you’re right—I chose someone else, and I don’t regret that. I love Jamie, but that doesn’t completely erase all the years it was you and me.”

She stared at Beth, wanting desperately to understand her and how the hell they had gotten to this point.

“I don’t—but why?” Sarah asked, catching her tears, holding them back. She didn’t want Beth to see her cry. “If you still think about me like that, why did you choose Jamie? Why didn’t you choose me?”

Beth’s eyes shone with her own tears, and it physically hurt Sarah not to reach out and catch them for her, like she had done so many times before.

“Because we tried fixing us so many times at that point, and each time, it was clear we still had so much unresolved baggage. I couldn’t take another heartbreak with you. You’ve been my one constant since I was eighteen, but I needed to know what it felt like to be apart from you for once in my adult life.” She stopped picking at the skin on her thumb. “I made that choice, but then you started seeing Nell, and it brought up⁠—”

“Don’t you dare bring Nell into this,” Sarah spat. “She has nothing to do with any of this.” Her chest heaved, her voice rising ever so slightly as she attempted to keep a lid on the anger that raged inside her. “Don’t use her as an excuse.”

Beth folded her arms across her chest in that same defensive position she always favored when they fought. “I’m not trying to. I’m trying to explain to you how seeing you happy with Nell . . . I hadn’t fully prepared myself for what that would feel like.”

Finally, finally Beth looked at her, blue eyes cutting through her the way they had a habit of doing. Her heart twisted at the sight of confusion and guilt behind Beth’s look.

“Jesus,” Sarah groaned, resting her forehead against the steering wheel. The cool leather soothed her skin, and she gripped it tightly as she tried to stop the pounding in her chest. “What about Jamie?” she asked, trying to keep her voice calm.

Beth’s hands went to her temples, rubbing small circles. “I love her . . .” Beth paused, struggling to find her words. “I never planned on loving anyone but you, Sarah, but then we broke, and all that love for you never went away. It just changed shape.”

Those whispered words sliced through her like a knife cutting clean across her chest.

“Why did you ask for a divorce?” The words slipped from her lips before Sarah could think better of them, her cheeks flushing with a combination of shame and embarrassment at the neediness of her question.

Beth studied her with unsure eyes before answering. “Because I needed to. I couldn’t stay around and watch us continue to break each other further . . . not after the miscarriage. Not after we lost Connor.”

Sarah stilled at the mention of their son’s name, knuckles white still gripping the steering wheel, stabilizing herself. There it was. The wound she had spent thirteen years repairing.

Beth’s lips trembled as she held on to her own tears. “You were always enough for me, Sarah. But when we lost Connor”—she choked, her hand clasped to her mouth—“we were never the same after that. You buried yourself in your work. You stopped talking to me, stopped letting me in, stopped choosing me, and I couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t keep trying to make you see me, not when I was drowning in grief and you didn’t even notice.”

Those words slapped Sarah across the face, leaving her stunned. Then came the heat, boiling up, prickling through the tips of her fingers. “I never stopped choosing you. I woke up every day and chose you, chose Lily, chose our family. Even on the hardest days, I stayed, I provided, and I loved you in the ways I knew how, because I knew what we were going through was temporary. After we had Lily and you were struggling with postpartum depression, I was there for you. I kept everything afloat. I carried you. And when you wanted another baby, I carried that, too, because I was terrified of what another pregnancy would do to you. I carried him—and when I lost him, when I was the one who was drowning, where the hell were you when I needed to be carried?”

Beth’s eyes widened. “Sarah⁠—”

“No,” she shouted, the lid entirely off her anger now. “You checked out. You poured everything into Lily, and I understood—God, I understood, because she’s our baby and she needed us—but I needed you, too. I needed my wife, and you weren’t there. We lost our baby at fourteen weeks and you left me to carry that weight all alone.”

Beth’s tears were falling freely. “I thought you didn’t need me,” she whispered. “You were always so strong, and after Connor, you didn’t even cry. You went back to work like nothing had happened, like we hadn’t just lost our baby boy. You threw yourself into that damn promotion. And yes, you carried us—but only in your way. You never asked what I needed, only what you thought I should need. That’s not love, Sarah. That’s control.”

Sarah’s breath tore through her, her voice dropping to a hoarse whisper. “Maybe my grief looked different than yours. Did you ever consider that? I wasn’t strong, Beth. Losing Connor broke me. I failed. My body failed. I’m Sarah fucking Gallagher—I don’t fail at anything, but I failed him, and I failed you.” Her chest heaved, every inhale fanning the fire inside her.

Beth shook her head, her voice barely audible now. “You never looked at me the same after the miscarriage. I felt invisible, like nothing I did could reach you. We never took the time to heal us.”

“Invisible?” Sarah asked in disbelief at just how different their memories of this time in their lives were. “I’ve never stopped seeing you. Even now, you’re everywhere, all the time, in every one of my thoughts, no matter how hard I try to get rid of you—you are there. After Connor, I forced myself to be okay because someone had to step up and be the breadwinner. Someone had to pay the hospital bills and cover the fertility treatments. Your art career wasn’t paying for shit. Even when I was hurting in unbearable ways, I did what was needed to make sure our family was taken care of. All I ever wanted—all I fucking wanted—was for you to see what it cost me. But instead, you hated me for it.”

Beth flinched. “I didn’t want a provider. I wanted my wife. My partner. My best friend. I wanted you. But everything became about Lily, and schedules, and rules, and your obsession with controlling every little detail, and it was suffocating. I tried for three years, hoping that one day you would come home from work and dance with me in the living room like we used to. That you would smile at me and tell me that everything was going to be okay. But you never did. And I couldn’t be unhappy anymore. It was slowly draining me.”

Sarah slid her palms against her thighs, wiping away the sweat—the physical manifestation of her hurt and anger.

“And now here we are,” Sarah said quietly. “For so long, I’ve been thinking I was the reason you were so unhappy and unsettled in your life. But when we broke up, you still weren’t happy. Even after it wasn’t my responsibility, I always tried to help you find your happiness, because that is all I’ve ever wanted for you. And I thought when you told me about Jamie that this was it—that you found your missing piece—and I had to swallow the pain that it wasn’t me. But, every once in a while, we have these moments where I catch you looking at me, or a touch that feels a little too familiar, and it makes me wonder if you’re actually happy now or if I’m reading into something that isn’t there.”

Beth stared at her, hurt etched across her delicate features, the worry line between her knitted brows more prominent than ever.

“I’m happy, Sarah.”

A suffocating silence followed as embarrassment filled her. “Then I guess it’s time for me to let you go.” She swallowed hard, trying to ignore the pain of this conversation. “I need space, Beth. I need to live a life where I’m not putting you first anymore. I need to find who I am without you, and I can’t do that when you’re always here. That’s not fair to me. So please, if you respect me, please give me the time to do that, and unless it concerns Lily, I think it’s best if I keep taking the space I need.”

Beth’s lips parted like she was ready to argue, and then Sarah saw it—that flash of defeat behind her eyes.

Sarah shoved the keys into the ignition, and the engine roared to life as she pulled out, heading in the direction of the hotel. When they arrived, she spoke softly.

“Let’s finish out this weekend like we’ve always tried to—as a family. We’re here for Lily, but when we get back home, I’m serious about needing space.”

Beth was still silent, her eyes glassy, as she climbed out of the front seat, walking inside without looking back, leaving Sarah alone in her car with her thoughts, trying to catch her breath.

But then came the tears, hot and heavy and painful. Her whole body shook silently as the box in her mind labeled “Beth” tipped over, spilling its contents everywhere, and she finally let go of everything she had been holding on to for nearly a decade.

When the tears subsided and her breathing steadied enough, Sarah slid out of the car and walked into the hotel lobby, her eyes cast down as she crossed the tiled floors. She quickly ducked into the women’s restroom, which was, thankfully, empty. Setting her purse on the counter, Sarah studied her reflection. Swollen eyes and puffy lips looked back at her, and there were angry patches of red across her cheeks. She quickly turned the sink on, leaned forward, and splashed her face with cold water.

Sarah blindly reached for the paper towel dispenser, grabbing the scratchy paper sheets and drying her face. She wanted to go up to her room and sleep off the rest of the weekend, but she knew she couldn’t. Lily was waiting for her. So she did what she always did: inhaled deeply, rolled her shoulders back, and held her head high as she reapplied her makeup, tucking all the pieces of Beth in her mind back into their box, sealing the lid shut.

She found Jamie and Lily easily, and for a moment, she was surprised not to see Beth already sitting with them. Forcing a smile, Sarah slid into the open seat next to Lily.

“Where’s Mama?” Lily asked, dipping a French fry into her chocolate milkshake in the same way Beth always did.

Sarah reached out to steal a fry from the basket in front of Lily, glancing at Jamie before answering. “Not feeling great. I think she went upstairs to rest.”

Jamie gave her a long, searching look that made Sarah want to crawl out of her skin, because in that moment, Sarah was aware that Jamie knew she was lying.

The next morning, Sarah got up early to grab breakfast with Lily. At Lily’s request, Sarah had found a diner nearby. She had apparently woken up with an insatiable craving for chocolate-chip pancakes.

“So you’re not flying home with us today?” Lily asked, as they pulled up to the hotel after breakfast.

“No, sweetie. I’m going to stay in town for a few more days, maybe try and catch up with Nell,” she said, offering Lily a version of the truth she felt comfortable with.

“Tell Nell I said hi, and that I think she’s too cool to be hanging out with you.”

“I’ll pass along the message,” she said, grinning as Lily hopped out of the car exactly as Jamie was exiting the hotel, rolling two suitcases. Jamie smiled, giving her a slight nod of her head.

Once Lily was definitely inside, Sarah attempted to speak, but her voice fell flat, and Jamie beat her to it.

“Thanks for not pushing back yesterday when I asked you and Beth to talk it out,” she said easily.

Sarah’s hand tightened reflexively around the steering wheel. “Yeah. Sure. You were right. It needed to happen.”

Jamie cocked her head to the side and looked at her like she could hear everything Sarah wasn’t saying. “Good. I think getting ahead of these things and keeping the family dynamic healthy for Lily’s sake is important. That’s what matters most to me.”

Why did Jamie have to be so damn likable? How was it that, in some twisted way, Jamie was the perfect addition to their weird little blended family? Sarah did her best to force a smile as the muscles in her jaw fluttered. “That’s what we all want.”

Silence followed. Sarah could feel the question Jamie wasn’t asking. “I think it’s probably best if we hold off on family dinners for a while,” she answered.

Jamie froze for a moment, a puzzled expression written across her angular features.

“I need some space from things,” Sarah added. “And Lily has such a busy schedule over the next few months . . .”

Jamie’s expression softened before she responded. “Yeah, no problem.”

Sarah’s throat was impossibly tight as she met Jamie’s brown eyes once more. She didn’t know what to say to Jamie that wasn’t Sorry I’m throwing off the family dynamic because my dumb ass needs to take the time to actually get over my ex-wife. “Do you play pickleball?” Sarah blurted out instead.

“Pickleball?” Jamie asked, leaning her forearms against the car window.

“Yeah.”

“Occasionally. Why?”

Sarah shrugged. “We should play sometime. It would be fun.”

Jamie grinned. “I’m pretty competitive.”

“So am I,” Sarah replied. Their laughter fell into silence before Sarah spoke again. “Thank you for understanding that I need a little time, and for taking such good care of our family.”

“Don’t mention it.” Jamie’s voice was easy as she pushed herself back, away from the car. “Have fun with Nell. We’ll miss you on the flight home.”

Jamie gave her that same knowing look from the night before, the one that made her feel like she was made of translucent glass that was starting to crack.

She took a moment for herself. What a fucking whirlwind the weekend had been.

Sarah 10:05 AM


I need the address and gate code. I’m getting ready to leave the hotel. Did you take care of the ducks?




Nate 10:06 AM


Just sent the location. Code is 4684. Ducks have been handled.




She opened up the map application and entered the address, took a breath, before heading to Nell’s.

Exactly fifty-two minutes later, Sarah pulled up to a keypad. A metal gate stood between her and the bottom of a long, winding drive. Once she’d keyed in the code Nate had given her, the gates creaked open, granting her entrance. She followed the road through towering oak trees decorated in little green buds about to burst with new leaves. Through a covered bridge and around the last turn, Nell’s house came into sight, and, luckily, no ducks this time.

Nate 10:58 AM


Park anywhere in the circle. Leave your keys. I’ll take care of moving the car.




She followed Nate’s instructions, leaving the keys on the dashboard as she got out and approached the front door, pressing her finger to the doorbell. The heavy wooden door muffled a deep set of bell chimes. As they quieted, Sarah heard the lock turn.

Nell’s steel-blue eyes met hers with shock and disbelief. “Sarah! How—what on earth are you doing here?”

“Had a hell of a weekend, and, to be honest, you’re the only person I wanted to see to talk about it. I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d swing by.” Sarah couldn’t help how her smile spread, nor how suddenly that low simmer she had existed at for the entirety of the weekend seemed to evaporate completely. Was that the effect Nell had on her? The ability to bring an immediate calmness? “So, can I come in? Or do you want me to beg for it a little first?” she teased.

Nell’s shock gave way to a brilliant smile as she held the door open wide enough for her to enter the house. Morning light hit her body, and that’s when Sarah noticed what she was wearing, as an eruption of refracted light scattered across the opposite wall of the foyer.

“What is with the glittery spandex this early on a Sunday?” she asked, half amused, half genuinely curious. Nell was dressed in an all-black, sparkling ensemble, her hair braided over her left shoulder in the fishtail style Sarah loved, but there was something familiar about this look that Sarah couldn’t quite put her finger on.

Nell gave her a sly smile. “Do you think you’re ready for that answer?” she asked, meeting Sarah with the same teasing tone she had used first.

Sarah considered her momentarily. “You know what? After the weekend I’ve had, I’m ready for anything.” She couldn’t wait to see what Nell had in store for her.

“Okay, then. Follow me.”

Nell’s hand slid into her own, and she guided Sarah through the foyer, into the kitchen, and up the back steps. Sarah remembered the layout from her previous visit for Thanksgiving. As they approached the final door at the end of the hall, her pulse started to flutter at the thought of discovering what was behind the only closed door in Nell’s home.

They stopped in front of the door, Nell studying her.

“The game room?” Sarah asked, her excitement getting the better of her.

Nell nodded. “You can always say no. You have a choice, remember?”

Sarah weighed Nell’s words. There was no way in hell she would be saying no to finally seeing inside this room—the room that had lived at the back of her mind since she first asked about it six months ago. After the months of the “game” they had played, she could only begin to imagine what kind of stuff lived beyond the door in front of them. For a moment, worry set in in the form of a question she had to ask.

“Is there anything in there that’s going to hurt me?”

Her question only made Nell smile more. “No. In this room, the only thing that might get hurt is your ego,” she said smoothly, turning the doorknob, pushing the door open.

Sarah had mentally prepared for a lot of things she might see, but nothing had prepared her for what was actually waiting for her on the other side.

Nell held the door open, allowing her to enter the room first. Her mind was trying to process the unexpected sight. Nell watched her closely, and Sarah knew her well enough to know that she was enjoying her surprise.

“I don’t even have words,” Sarah said, stepping farther into the room.

She was met with neon lights from all angles, some pulsating, some steady. A subdued glow of purple covered them, emanating from faux clouds fixed to the ceiling. Immediately in front of her sat a deep, plush sectional facing a large curved TV screen mounted to the wall. The screen was illuminated in all white, except for a small bouncing green diamond. Mortimer was curled up on the coffee table. Behind the couch, framing the windows, were built-in shelves packed full of what Sarah was sure must have been every board game ever created. She walked cautiously in front of them, scanning the names of the games. Nell’s impressive collection of games seemed to span from vintage to modern and every genre.

“So,” came Nell’s excited voice. “What do you think? Pretty cool, right?”

Sarah turned to face her, still stunned, still processing.

Nell’s face fell. “You’re not excited.”

“No, I am. I’m just—adjusting my expectations,” she answered honestly.

“Were you anticipating something different?” Nell sounded puzzled, and Sarah couldn’t help but laugh.

“Kind of, yeah.”

“I don’t know how I could have been clearer. I told you that this was the game room. That’s exactly what it’s filled with. Games.”

“You’re right about that,” Sarah mused. “But it’s the way that you said it back in November.” She did her best impression of Nell’s low, sultry tone. “‘The game room.’ When you say it like that, it kind of feels like it’s going to be a little more red room of pain and a little less purple pixel palace.”

Nell blinked at her. “Did you want the red room of pain? Because I can probably make that work if that’s something you’re into. Might take a week or two to pull together, but I can make it happen.”

The sincerity in her offer made Sarah’s heart melt as she wrapped her arms around Nell.

“This is perfect. And so, so, so very you,” she said softly into her hair, inhaling that clean, woodsy, smoky scent that was so quintessentially Nell. “And that’s my favorite part about it.” She pulled back, smiling at Nell.

“I’m still confused as to how you thought this was anything but an actual game room,” Nell teased, as she pulled Sarah around the room, explaining all the different gaming consoles, pointing out her favorite games, and even a plaque on the wall that kept a record of Mario Kart wins between Nell and Nate dating back to their childhood.

“If I had known you were this big of a nerd, I probably would have steered clear of you,” Sarah said, bumping her hip into Nell’s playfully as Nell brought her to the desks against the far wall.

Two desks sat side by side, each with an extensive monitor setup complete with ergonomic gaming chairs and headsets, all backlit with neon lights and collectible figurines.

“Are those Hillary Clinton Funko POPs?” Sarah said, reaching for the box on the shelf, a line of little figurines in brightly colored pantsuits.

“Yes, and don’t touch. They are one of a kind. A gift from Elizabeth Warren. She knows how much I’ve always loved Hillary’s pantsuit collection,” Nell said, as she swatted Sarah’s hand away. But Sarah wasn’t focused on that. No, Sarah’s attention had been drawn to a black bedazzled cat mask lying on the desk to her left.

“Oh. My. God,” she whispered, her fingers tracing the edges of the mask before looking at Nell, who met her gaze with a cunning smile. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

Sarah snatched the mask, holding it up to Nell as everything fell into place. The voice, the braid, the sparkly outfit, even this room. It had all been so familiar because Sarah had seen this room before. On her TV screen, every time Lily and Wren watched the Mother Goth live streams.

“When in the world do you have time to partake in your alter-ego life of being Mother Goth, the Sims streamer!?” Sarah asked, her voice filled with the best kind of disbelief.

Nell was beaming now. “I believe I had a rule for that. Time is your most valuable asset; spend it wisely. This”—she gestured around the room—“is how I like to spend my free time. And, you know me, if I can make a little money out of it, I’m going to. Don’t worry, it all gets donated to reputable LGBTQIA+ foundations that work with at-risk youth,” she added.

Sarah looked at the mask still in Nell’s hand, back to Nell, and then around the room. “You are full of surprises, Nell. I’ll give you that.”

“Oh, trust me, I have plenty more up my sleeve. I’m only getting started. But right now? Right now, we’re going to game together. Here,” she said, pulling out the chair next to her. “I had this set up for you. Your own gaming desk.”

Sarah slid into the chair as Nell tapped a few keys on the keyboard. “I think you’ll like this game. It’s a farming simulation game and really great for beginners. Your primary goal is to rehabilitate your grandfather’s farm and help the townspeople. Turn your brain off and enjoy the vibes,” Nell said, with a wink, before settling into the chair at the desk next to her, Mortimer instantly finding her lap.

They stayed like that for hours, each lost in their game, chatting here and there but enjoying being together without having the pressure of needing to interact if they didn’t want to. It was a very welcome change to Sarah’s weekend, which, up until this point, had been nothing but forced interactions. She felt like she could finally breathe.

That afternoon, after lunch had been brought up to the room by one of Nell’s staff, a knock broke through their fun as Nate poked his head inside.

“Ladies,” he said. “Sorry to interrupt, but, Nell, can I speak to you for a minute? It’s urgent.”

Nell rose from her spot and crossed the room to join Nate in the hall. Sarah turned her attention back to the screen, where she was still deep in the farming game Nell had set her up with. She had never been one for video games, but she was starting to see that Nell was on to something. This was the most fun she’d had in a while.

Nell returned a few minutes later and resettled herself in her chair, but Sarah noticed she didn’t return to playing her own game. Sarah swiveled in her seat to face Nell, and that’s when she saw that all the color and life that had been there five minutes ago had seemingly disappeared.

“What’s wrong?” Sarah asked, concern creeping into her voice.

Nell looked at her with those beautifully intense eyes, but instead of crackling with electricity, they were empty.

“My dad died.”
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Nell lay on the couch in the den, her eyes open, staring blankly at the TV across from her. It wasn’t even on, but she was still staring at it as if she were deeply enthralled in a scene being played out in front of her. Cool leather pressed against her cheek, sticky with dried tears she didn’t remember crying, grounded her in the present moment.

Thad’s dead.

The words floated through her mind, hollow and empty, lacking any actual purpose. They should have hurt more. They should have crushed her. But instead, she was feeling something completely different. Relieved.

Muffled voices carried through the closed door, Nate and Sarah on the other side, no doubt. She closed her eyes and listened.

“I had six missed calls from Charlie,” Nate was saying. “I kept ignoring them but finally answered so I could tell him to fuck off, and he”—a pause—“he told me Thaddeus passed last night, that the funeral is tomorrow in Greenwich, and that Nell could come if she wanted to.”

“How nice of him to allow her to go to her own father’s funeral.” Even from her spot on the couch, Nell could practically hear Sarah’s inevitable eye roll.

Nate laughed. “Yeah. Once a prick, always a prick.”

Nell smiled. Nate was forever her protector. Three brothers, and not one of them had ever cared about her nearly as much as Nate always had. For that, she was grateful.

The door opened, creaking slightly on its hinges as Sarah stepped inside, silhouetted by the glow of the hallway light. She crossed the room without a word, took a seat on the couch next to her, and shifted closer until Nell lifted her head to rest it in Sarah’s lap.

Fingers brushed against her temple, undoing her braid. Still, Sarah didn’t say anything as she worked her fingers strand by strand through her hair.

“How are you doing?” Sarah finally asked.

Nell shrugged, her cheek pressed against Sarah’s thigh.

“That’s okay,” Sarah reassured her, never stopping the repetitive movements, and she couldn’t help but close her eyes, leaning into the feeling of her touch. “It’s okay if you don’t know yet. The Dead Dads Club is the weirdest club you’ll ever be a part of. It, unfortunately, comes with the territory.”

Nell cracked her eyes open, tilting her head to look up.

“Your dad’s gone, too?”

Sarah nodded, leaning back against the couch cushions. “He passed away from liver failure when I was thirty.”

Nell’s ears perked up at that. Sarah wasn’t someone who talked about her family often, and Nell wasn’t one to push, but she had always been curious.

“My dad was a mean, angry man who liked whiskey more than his wife and kids. When I turned eighteen and went to college, I picked a school on the West Coast to put as much distance between myself and him as possible. It was one of the best things I’ve ever done for myself. Being the distant daughter kept me sane. Being gay was one more thing for my father to hate about me. My parents cut me off from my siblings until, one day, I got a call from my sister, Erin. My dad needed a liver transplant, and everyone was getting tested. I ended up being the only match.”

Nell rolled onto her back and looked up at Sarah. “What did you do?”

“Nothing. I didn’t consent to the transplant. I couldn’t wrap my head around giving a part of myself to someone who never gave a shit about me. I didn’t tell any of my family, and, as far as they know, Dad died waiting for a match.”

“Do you regret your decision?”

Sarah tilted her chin down, looking at her, and Nell could see the truth in her eyes.

“No. I did what I needed to do to create peace for myself. I had already grieved the loss of my dad years before. I carried that ache of knowing he would never be the parent I needed him to be. And by the time I got that call, I had already worked through the sadness, the anger, and the letting go. But after he died, there was a new wave of unexpected grief—grief for the person he never became. It’s reckoning with the sadness that you’ll never get closure that hurts the most—that things were left unfinished.”

The faint ticking from the grandfather clock in the corner filled the room. Nell swallowed hard. “Unfinished is a perfect word for how I feel right now, but also maybe a little relieved? Is that wrong?”

Sarah’s hand paused, coming to cup her cheek gently. “No. It’s not. It’s okay to be glad they’re gone.”

“I feel cheated,” Nell said, after a moment. “For the last twenty-seven years of my life, I’ve held on to this hope that one day my father would realize what he did to me was wrong. It’s stupid, I know, but a small part of me wanted to believe that he was capable of seeing my bigness. But now that he’s gone, that hope is gone, too. I thought losing him would hurt more, but it’s the loss of that hope that stings.” She took a deep breath in, the weight of Sarah’s hand against her cheek comforting, “I don’t think I want to go to the funeral.”

“That’s perfectly okay.” Sarah tucked her hair behind her ear as she closed her eyes.

“Will you sit with me a little longer?” Nell asked quietly, knowing Sarah’s answer already.

“I’ll sit with you for as long as you want me to.”

The next morning, Nell was woken by the soft buzzing of her phone on the nightstand. She blinked, groggy still from the abrupt wake-up. Pale light filtered through the windows, the sun beginning to rise.

She slipped out of bed, careful not to wake Sarah, who was snoring faintly beside her.

Her phone began to buzz again in her hand. She answered it. “Nell Stanhope,” she whispered, as she made her way down the hall.

When she emerged from her office an hour later, Sarah and Nate were seated at the counter, talking over coffee.

“Change of plans today. We’re going to Thaddeus’s funeral after all.”

Both Sarah and Nate looked at Nell, confused but not pushing back.

“Okay, then. Funeral time it is. Think he’ll mind if I wear an obnoxious tie?” Nate asked.

“Do whatever you feel like you need to do to honor his memory,” she answered, motioning to Sarah to follow her.

They went back upstairs and into Nell’s closet. Nell pulled out a black Veronica Beard dress for herself. It was simple, but she knew she looked absolutely untouchable in it.

“I know a funeral isn’t exactly the most fun, but it would mean a lot to me if you came,” she said absently, sifting through the hangers, looking for the suit she had in mind for Sarah. She found it, pulled it from the rack, and handed it to her.

“Of course. Wherever you need me, I’m there.”

“Today, I need you by my side.”

The church where the funeral was being held was one she’d been in a hundred times before. The arched stone facade decorated with ornate stained glass had been a staple of her childhood. People in black and navy lingered in the courtyard before ducking through large wooden doors. Her heels clicked on stone pavers as she moved toward the building’s entrance, flanked on either side by Nate and Sarah.

She had timed it perfectly so their arrival would coincide with the beginning of the funeral. She didn’t want to do any more mingling than necessary. Nell followed Nate as he led them to the line of people waiting to pay their respects to her father.

When it was their turn, Nate approached first, glancing into the casket. “Best you’ve ever looked, Thad. Rest in chaos.” He performed the sign of the cross before moving forward. She and Sarah stepped forward next, Sarah’s hand placed gently on her lower back.

Seeing her father like this was eerie. It was the closest she had physically been to him since that night in her childhood bedroom when he had thrown a suitcase at her, telling her to pack her things and leave. Heavy makeup had been applied, giving his appearance a waxy look as it attempted to mimic a peaceful state of slumber.

She leaned forward so her words could only be heard by him and Sarah. “Hey, Dad,” she whispered. “I would say you look good, but I make it a rule not to give compliments that aren’t true.” She paused, the sentiment she wanted to leave with him on the tip of her tongue, but something stopped her. She looked at Sarah.

“Now’s your chance to say whatever it is you need to say to get your closure,” she encouraged.

Sarah was right. This was her last chance.

“You were wrong, Dad. Wrong to think you could stamp me out of existence for being a strong, queer woman. Wrong to think that exiling me the way you did would make me disappear. I got my stubbornness from you, and I hate to break it to you, Thad, but I’m a dandelion. I can grow even in the most hostile of environments. I hope you enjoyed watching me bloom.”

She straightened, feeling lighter than she had in years as she looked down at her father’s waxy face one last time before turning to follow Sarah back to where Nate was waiting for them.

The trio slipped into a pew at the very back of the church. The lingering scent of incense hung in the air, and from their vantage point, she could see everything. The Mass began, and she watched the sun stream through the towering stained-glass windows, casting colorful, jewel-toned light across the black-clad shoulders of the people who had gathered to honor her father.

The priest continued, and Nate began his steady stream of commentary, muttering witty one-liners under his breath. “Passion? That’s a generous interpretation of Thad’s anger . . .” and “I’m pretty sure that’s a line from The Boondock Saints.” He kept it up the entire Mass. Was it inappropriate? Absolutely, but it was exactly what she needed. In every moment of darkness in her life, Nell had always leaned on joy to get her through.

She tried, and failed, to contain her giggle before it bubbled out in a choked burst she disguised as a cough. Even Sarah’s shoulders shook with her own laughter, her hand resting gently against her thigh.

“If he quotes The Godfather next, I’m done,” Sarah said, low enough for her to hear as she gave her thigh a gentle squeeze.

Sarah being here today meant everything to her. Nell’s family surrounded her. Her chosen family—those who saw her without wanting to change her.

For the first time in nearly three decades, she felt a sense of freedom, like she could finally put down the last of the burden of waiting for her father’s acceptance that she had been holding on to. She had built a life on the very rejection that was meant to break her and keep her in her place. The only acceptance that had ever mattered in life was her own. She’s Nell fucking Stanhope, after all—she would never change that.

When the service ended and the throng of people spilled out into the courtyard, Nell kept her head down, Nate and Sarah on either side as they made their way back to the car, but her attention was pulled by a familiar voice.

“Hey, Nell.”

She turned to see Cooper, her youngest brother, standing there, his hands jammed awkwardly in his pants pockets. He was older now, nearing forty, with a few gray strands visible in his otherwise dark, wavy hair, but his eyes still carried that same sincerity that had always set him apart from Charlie and Carter.

“We’re having a friends and family wake back at the house.” He cleared his throat. “If you and Nate and your, uh”—he glanced at Sarah, hesitating—“partner want to come by, you’re more than welcome to.”

Partner. The word settled in her. Hearing it from Cooper, even in his gentle, fumbling way, shifted something in her. His invitation lacked malice or the usual ulterior motive she was accustomed to uncovering with her family. She studied him, searching for the trap, but there wasn’t one. Cooper had always been sweet. She was glad that hadn’t changed after all these years.

“Thanks, Coop,” she said softly, “but no. We need to head back to Pennsylvania.”

Brief disappointment flashed across his face, but he nodded. “Yeah, of course. Maybe we could catch up soon?”

“Yeah, maybe,” she said, as she continued walking away, Nate and Sarah by her side.
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“Let’s go for a walk,” Nell said abruptly.

They had returned from the funeral a few hours ago, and dusk was beginning to fall, covering the world in a pastel haze.

Sarah followed her, grabbing her jacket from the back of the chair and laughing as she watched Nell wiggle Mortimer into his leash and harness.

“You taking your cat on walks is so perfectly you. I’m surprised you don’t have a stroller for him.”

“I tried, but he hated it. And besides”—she pulled the laces of her boots tight before standing and smiling at her—“it was a complete pain in the ass to push on the woodchip paths.”

She held the door open for Sarah, then closed it behind them as they set out into the cool spring evening. They walked in silence for a while, arms looped together, thighs brushing ever so slightly as they moved. Mortimer trotted along beside them, occasionally pouncing on a bug here and there. Woodchips crunched beneath their feet as they walked past the stables, around the duck enclosure, and up the drive to the covered bridge.

“Is there anything more northeast than a covered bridge?” Sarah asked, as they walked up the sloping drive.

“I bought this property because of the bridge, actually. It reminded me of when Nate and I would sneak away from boarding school and drive up to his parents’ place in Vermont to go skiing and check out girls together.” Weathered planks of reclaimed wood creaked beneath their feet as they walked across the bridge, stopping in the middle. Mortimer leaped up to perch himself in the octagonal cutout, looking out over the creek that ran under them.

“How old were you when you knew you were gay?” Sarah asked, turning to her.

“I think I was eleven the first time I really remember knowing I liked girls. I told Nate immediately, and he thought it was the coolest thing.” She laughed, the memory of that day popping into her mind.

“You two have a pretty special bond,” Sarah said.

“We do. We’ve always just gotten each other. Kind of like you and me.” She reached out, taking Sarah’s hand in hers, and squeezed gently.

Quiet hung between them as they looked out over the trickling water, and she realized that, over the past few months, quiet moments had become their thing. The comfortable space that existed between her and Sarah, where neither had to be anything other than who they were in the moment.

“I’m glad we met,” Nell said softly.

“Met? You say that like we had a chance encounter. If I recall correctly, you orchestrated our first meeting.” Sarah’s eyes sparkled in the way they always did when she was amused.

Nell raised an eyebrow. “Are you complaining?”

“Never.”

More quiet followed as they continued walking, fingers intertwined, enjoying the way the cool breeze wrapped around them. Mortimer had given up on the walk and was now neatly tucked under her arm, purring.

“I need to tell you something,” Nell said abruptly. Her mouth made up its mind to speak before her brain could catch up with her.

Sarah stopped, turning to face her, and Nell could practically hear the questions populating on the tip of her tongue.

“Nothing serious. Just some clarity I’ve recently come across.”

Sarah shifted, turning to look at her. “Does this have to do with why you changed your mind about going to your dad’s funeral?”

Nell couldn’t help her smile. Of course Sarah was already putting the pieces together; she was, after all, just like her—always a few steps ahead of everyone else.

“It does, yes.” She took a deep breath, the faint smell of cherry blossoms from a nearby tree filling her lungs. “Earlier this morning, I received a call from my father’s estate. He seems to have left me several of his companies. Which was unexpected, to say the least.”

A look of surprise crossed Sarah’s features as she tilted her head in question. “Wow, that’s . . . big. How do you feel about that?”

She shrugged. “Like I’m inheriting his ghost. He couldn’t claim me when he was alive, but he has no problem trusting me with his legacy in death.”

“That’s pretty fucked up,” Sarah said.

Nell burst out laughing. She couldn’t stop herself as she doubled over, Mortimer wiggling free from her grasp. Sarah smiled widely as she joined, their laughs mixing as they each tried to catch their breath.

“Yeah, it is pretty fucked up, isn’t it?” She sighed, wiping at the tears pooling in the corners of her eyes. “But it got me thinking. Actually, you got me thinking about this months ago.” She steadied her breathing, shaking off the last of her laughter. “I have a proposition for you.”

“Uh-oh. The last time you had one of those, we ended up in your little game of control.” Sarah slid her hands into her jacket pockets, but the smile never left her face.

“But that was so much fun,” Nell teased, her tone softening. “And it got us here.”

“It was, and it did,” Sarah agreed.

“This proposition is different,” Nell said, taking a breath. “You have this desire to do good, Sarah. I’ve seen it firsthand. Not only in your work, but in how you approach everything in your life. With your family, with how you helped Wren, and with me. You’re always trying to do the best thing for everyone.” She paused, biting down on her lip as she considered how exactly she wanted to position her offer to Sarah. “I know that case last fall shook you and has left you with more questions than answers about what comes next for your career. I keep thinking that maybe you’re supposed to be pointing that incredibly gifted mind of yours somewhere else, somewhere you can actually do some good.”

“Alright, I’m intrigued. Go on,” Sarah encouraged.

“I want you to come work at StanCorp,” Nell said plainly, “but not as a lawyer. We’ll come up with an impressive title for you, but I want you to figure out how to offload my wealth.” Sarah’s breath caught as her understanding set in. Nell continued. “I’m one person. I don’t have any children. I have more money than Nate and I could ever possibly need in this lifetime. And I want you to help me get rid of it.”

A short, stunned laugh escaped Sarah. “You can’t be serious.”

“I’m dead serious. I’ll need to keep about five billion⁠—”

“Just a casual five billion?” Sarah cut in.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Nell said, smirking. “That’s small change compared to what Thaddeus left behind and what I’m already worth. I’ll need the five billion to complete a few smaller projects I’m currently working on. But the rest? I want it gone, and I want you to be the one to decide where it all goes. Get me under nine hundred and ninety-nine million, and every time the number tips over, I want you to tell me what we’re doing with it. Charities, grassroots organizations, scholarships, political campaigns—wherever you think will make the most difference, you say the word.”

Sarah’s lips parted, but no words came out as she stared blankly at her, completely caught in disbelief. Finally, she found her voice. “Why?”

“Always with the questions.” Nell grinned unapologetically. She loved Sarah’s endless pursuit of understanding, and it only solidified her confidence that this was exactly why Sarah was the perfect woman for this job. “Because I spent years trying to prove myself to a man who decided long ago I didn’t count in his eyes unless I did exactly as he wanted.” Her throat tightened. “But now, it’s like I can see it all so clearly. None of it mattered. Even in death, he still tried to script my life. I don’t want to follow in the family footsteps of hoarding wealth and power for the sake of it.”

Sarah was still staring at her like she had suggested that the moon was made of cheese. “Fuck the money?” she asked.

Nell grinned at Sarah’s use of her rule. “Exactly. It’s time to use that money to build something that actually matters.”

Sarah laughed. “I don’t know if you’re delusional or brilliant.”

“Can’t I be both?” Her smirk relaxed as she reached for Sarah’s hand, the warmth of her touch spreading through her. “You were right that night in Vegas. You saw through me in a way I wasn’t ready to admit. People like me shouldn’t have as much wealth as we do. You said it best.” Her gaze locked on Sarah’s, unwavering as the words left her mouth with complete and utter certainty. “Billionaires should not exist.”
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EPILOGUE
SARAH


Sarah 7:45 PM


Hey. Are you free to grab breakfast tomorrow morning, 8:30?




Beth 7:52 PM


Absolutely. That place in town you love?




Sarah 7:59 PM


Perfect. See you there.




Sarah approached a tiny café in the heart of town, tucked away between the array of shops that made up the main street. She pushed through the door, the familiar chime jingling above her head. She spotted Beth immediately, her blonde hair piled into a messy topknot that somehow always managed to look effortless and intentional. Beth met her eyes, smiling as she waved her over.

She slid into the chair opposite Beth, and almost immediately, a ceramic mug was placed in front of her, and a woman named Bev filled it with fresh coffee from a pot she was carrying around.

“Thank you,” she said to the woman, who smiled, saying she’d be back in a moment to take their orders.

The sound of silverware clinking against plates carried through the small café. August morning light streamed in through the windows, and the smell of buttered toast and strong coffee wrapped around her.

She had no idea how she was expecting this discussion with Beth to go. It had been four and a half months since that conversation in her rental car, since she had set a very firm boundary around communication. The subsequent months of silence had given her the time she so desperately needed to breathe. She had been hesitant to send that text last night, hesitant to bridge the canyon between them created by silence and distance, but it had felt like it was time.

Sarah had prepared herself for awkwardness she was sure would be there today, but surprisingly, there wasn’t any. Being across from Beth, sharing a meal, was the most familiar thing in the world to her at this point. After all, they had been doing it for the better part of twenty years. Being near Beth was like finding a sweater she’d sworn she had outgrown, only to be surprised that it still somehow fit perfectly. It was unsettling to see how Beth still managed to carry such a deep sense of home.

Beth stirred her coffee with care, her eyes watching the swirls of cream moving around the dark liquid. “I’m sorry, Sarah,” she said, their eyes meeting over the bowl of individual creamers between them.

Sincerity lived in those deep pools of blue looking back at her, and she knew Beth truly did mean it.

“I’m sorry for what happened back in March and for how our conversation went in April, for dragging you into my mess. I was completely out of line.”

Sarah let the words settle between them as she fought the old version of herself that immediately wanted to jump in and soothe, to insist that it was fine and do anything to lessen Beth’s guilt. But Nell had been an excellent teacher in the power of silence, in letting the truth speak for itself.

“Thank you for saying that.”

Beth’s shoulders sagged, and she exhaled visible relief as Bev, their waitress, approached the table to take their order.

Before the last few months of space, Sarah would have wanted to rehash all the details of what had happened between the two of them, dissecting each moment of their entire relationship, unable to let anything go until she felt like she understood every angle of what had gotten them to this place. Then she would have tried to manage the hell out of it to make sure she didn’t come out the other side as the “bad guy.”

But sitting here now, she had a new clarity. She realized she didn’t need to know those details her old self would have endlessly pursued. She’s not responsible for managing Beth’s relationship with Jamie, or her feelings, or her happiness. The only thing Sarah was responsible for was herself and her boundaries.

“Let’s put it behind us. Okay?” She looked at Beth. This was the first time she had really seen her in months. “We have one year left before Lily goes to college. I don’t want to waste time being upset with you. I want to enjoy it as a family. So, if you can put it behind us, I can, too.”

Beth nodded. “Yes, absolutely. Consider it in the past.”

“Done. Now that that’s over with, catch me up on life. What’s been going on with you? Working on anything exciting these days?” She saw the slight surprise in Beth’s look.

As they ate, they fell easily into conversation. Talking to Beth had always felt like the most natural thing in the world to her. She listened as Beth told her about a new collection she was working on. She had become really focused on the color yellow over the last few months and was working on a collection with it at its forefront. Her hands moved animatedly as Beth described a new technique she was experimenting with, and it made her heart happy to see the excitement in Beth’s eyes. She remembered this version of Beth— the one who always came alive when she talked about her art.

When Beth asked about the firm, Sarah didn’t flinch. “I stepped away from Braxton, Pryce, and Gallagher. Clint and I are still hashing out the details of what to do about the name, but for now, I’m on sabbatical and not taking on any new cases. I’ve actually been working with Nell at StanCorp for the past few months.”

Beth’s brows lifted at the mention of Nell, and Sarah could feel the question she wanted to ask.

“She’s important to me, Beth. If we are going to find a way back to friendship, you need to know that Nell comes with that. No exceptions.”

The faintest smile curved on Beth’s lips, wistful and accepting. “Does she know you’re here with me?”

“Yes,” she answered easily. “She knows everything. Clear and honest communication is rule number one for us.”

Beth’s fingers tapped against her mug as her eyes studied her in that gentle way that was so Beth. “So you two are official, then? You and Nell?”

Sarah inhaled slowly. She had been ready for this question, and she hoped Beth could hear the answer she had for her. “Yes. We are together,” she said simply—no hesitation or qualifiers or labels, simply the truth.

Beth’s fingers paused, curling around her coffee mug before relaxing, resuming their tapping.

“It’s a new thing we’re navigating,” Sarah said, exhaling a laugh, because she knew how messy all this sounded. “Nell and I, we work. She’s my person and I’m hers. She doesn’t ask for more of me than I’m willing to give, and I don’t ask her for more either. I don’t feel like I need to prove anything to her or bend over backward to keep the peace. And God, I didn’t realize how much I needed that until I had it.”

She paused, running her finger along the edge of the napkin in her lap, deciding exactly how much to give to Beth. “I also know her. We’re both aware that we don’t see forever in the same way. But what we have now works for both of us.”

Beth’s brow furrowed, curiosity flickering in her eyes. Sarah continued.

“She’s okay with me sharing this with you, but Nell is aromantic. She’s never pretended otherwise, and I love that about her. She’s broadened my understanding of the ways two people can love and support each other. Not everything has to fit in a neat little box for it to be valid.” Her voice softened as she said the last part, a deep appreciation filling her at the thought of Nell.

“I think for so long I was obsessed with the idea of having forever with someone,” Sarah continued, “with the idea of trying to keep everything perfect and permanent.” She looked at Beth directly, holding her gaze. “Nell gives me a lot of space and permission to just be without having to worry about any of that. There’s no pressure. It’s enough that she chooses me today, and I choose her back. And when that changes—if it changes—I’ll deal with it. For once, I’m not trying to be ten steps ahead. I’m just here, with her.” She let the weight of her honesty hang between them.

Beth took the last bite of her waffle, thinking for a moment as she chewed. “You know, this actually makes sense,” she said. “I can see how that would work for you right now.” Her eyes looked up, meeting Sarah’s with a mix of sadness and relief. “It’s strange to picture you in something where the goal isn’t forever. For as long as we’ve known each other, you’ve always been the girl who wanted the vows, and the mortgage, and the white picket fence.”

Sarah gave her a slight shrug. “I still want that one day, and Nell knows that, but right now, this works for us.”

Beth nodded, absorbing her words, and when she looked up, Sarah couldn’t quite read the thoughts that lived behind her eyes. There was no fight left, just a softness she hadn’t seen in years.

Sarah flagged the waitress down for the check before covering the meal for both of them. “My invitation, my treat,” she said, waving Beth off. As they prepared to part, Sarah hesitated before saying, “I’m having a little get-together tomorrow. Nothing big. Jamie has all the details already. It would mean a lot to me and to Nell if you came.”

The surprise on Beth’s face was hard to miss, but it quickly settled into a warmer look. “Okay, yeah. I’ll be there.”

As they stepped out into the warm August sun, Sarah twisted her wrist, quickly checking the time on the gold watch Nell had given her for her birthday. “Shit, I need to run if I’m going to catch the next ferry.” She turned to look at Beth. “Thanks for meeting me today, and for clearing the air.”

Beth nodded, tucking a loose whisp of blonde hair behind her ear. “Yeah, of course. I’m glad we were able to do this. And thank you for accepting my apology.”

They stood there for a minute, as traffic and the sounds of people going about their lives filled the silence between them. Then, almost instinctively, they each leaned in and hugged. It wasn’t emotional, or tender, or more than a brief moment that was enough to say we’ve been through hell together, but once again, we made it to the other side.

Sarah stepped back first, and Beth gave her a small smile—one Sarah recognized from years ago. The one that always meant we’ll figure it out. And, for the first time since that conversation in April, Sarah believed it.

The ferry terminal in Downtown Seattle was busy with people milling about, waiting for the boat. As she stepped off, she scanned the waiting area, looking for Nell. She spotted her, standing off to the side of the room, speaking quickly into her phone. Her breath caught the second she saw her. Only Nell could look that good in a striped button-down with rolled sleeves and cream trousers draped perfectly over her narrow frame. It was infuriating how easily she managed to embody effortlessness. Sarah didn’t care if it was shallow of her; the last few months had only given her a deeper appreciation for just how hot Nell looked in business attire.

As she approached, she caught the tail end of Nell’s conversation. “Thanks again. I feel better knowing this is taken care of.” Nell quickly hung up the phone, eyes sparkling as they met hers. “Hi—” was all she managed to get out before Sarah swooped her up into a kiss, one hand slipping behind the back of her neck, pulling her lips toward hers.

“Hi,” she answered back, breaking the kiss, her own smile stretching wide across her lips, eyes sweeping over Nell’s figure, and only smiling more. “I don’t know how anyone manages to pay attention to you in any of your meetings when you look this damn sexy,” she said affectionately.

Nell gave her that smile of hers—the one she knew was her favorite—the one that unfurled across her lips in the cutest way. “Sarah, you should know by now, I’m very good at making people listen to me.”

“Don’t I know it.” She grinned and took the weekender bag from Nell, slinging it effortlessly over her shoulder, before sliding her free hand into Nell’s as they boarded the ferry returning to the island.

Sarah led them up the green metal stairs to the observation level and found a quiet, tucked-away bench to sit where they could still take in the panoramic views of the Cascade Mountains. The weather was too beautiful to be inside. Living in a place where it rained through so much of the year, Sarah had always appreciated the way life seemed to slow down a bit whenever the sun was out on full display.

“How was your meeting? Did you get everything wrapped up with VYSE?” Sarah asked, crossing one leg over the other and draping an arm across the back of the bench.

Nell leaned into her side with a little sigh. “Yeah. Everything is squared away. Breakfast with Beth went okay, I assume?”

Sarah pulled her sunglasses down over her eyes as she hummed her confirmation. “Yup. It was time. I got what I needed from the space, and now we each get on with our lives. You were right.”

“I usually am.”

She caught Nell’s smirk. “I know, and it’s infuriating,” she mused quietly, enjoying the slight weight of Nell leaning up against her. She looked out over the glittering water stretching before them as the Seattle skyline shrank.

Nell gently patted her hand on her thigh. “You didn’t have to come get me, you know.” She smiled as she slid her sunglasses on, covering her eyes. “I could have taken a helicopter, saved you two hours of your precious time.”

“Yeah? With what money? Those helicopter rides aren’t cheap, and since you put me in charge of the finances . . .” She trailed off as Nell gave her thigh a playful squeeze. “It’s time well spent if you ask me. Plus, I missed you.”

“I promise it won’t be so long between visits next time. That unexpected trip to Minnesota really threw off my schedule.”

Sarah took Nell’s hand in hers, bringing it to her lips and pressing soft kisses along her knuckles. “Six weeks was a little long for my liking,” she said, “but you told me when we first met that you’re a busy woman, and it really doesn’t bother me. I like watching you be successful.” She smiled as she dropped Nell’s hand. “Are you going to tell me what you’ve been up to in Minnesota?”

“I don’t think you’re ready for that yet.” That Cheshire-cat smile Sarah adored was firmly in place as Nell spoke.

“You’re impossible, you know that?”

“That’s not what you were saying in June, on that balcony in Paris . . .”

Heat immediately flooded her as her mind snapped back to that warm evening spent on a balcony, looking out at the Eiffel Tower, Nell’s hands doing incredible things to her as she sipped champagne.

“So, uh, I’ve been working on that plan for how we’ll be distributing your money,” Sarah said, straightening a little, trying not to reveal to Nell where her mind had gone. It was no use; Nell was grinning at her and tracing small circles on her bare thigh, just below the hem of her shorts. She took Nell’s hand in hers, effectively putting a stop to the motion so she could focus.

“Tell me.” Nell’s perfectly shaped eyebrows lifted, her curiosity showing.

Sarah ran her thumb over the back of Nell’s hand before diving in. “Well, it’s only been a few months, and I can’t exactly funnel away eighteen billion dollars overnight—though God knows I’ve fantasized about it. I figured the best place to start was to build a framework. My official proposal is already with Rowan. We’ll go over it next week. I’m also bringing Avery on to my staff full-time, so we’ll need to discuss her salary and benefits. The short version: I’m establishing a private foundation to serve as a centralized vehicle for giving. The foundation will focus on scalable impact, directing funds to areas where they can have an immediate and lasting difference. I’ve outlined in detail different organizations in my proposal, but I’d like to start with a continued focus on investment in women’s sports and scholarship funds for LGBTQIA+ students.”

Nell was beaming. She felt that surge of pride she so often experienced when Nell looked at her like that. It completely took over her body and made her feel like she could do anything she wanted to.

“I’ve also been lining up some conversations with a few different Political Action Committees,” Sarah continued, “but haven’t made any official moves there yet. Figured you would want to sign off on those first.”

Nell shook her head once. “Hold off on those for now. I’m working on something presently, but when the time is right, I’ll bring you in.” She squeezed Sarah’s hand gently. “You’ve done so much already in such a short amount of time. I knew I picked a good one when I chose you.”

Sunlight danced around them, the breeze picking up loose strands of Nell’s hair, twirling them around. Her shirt collar opened enough that Sarah could see the neat stack of thin gold chains Nell wore draped across her collarbone. A thought slipped into her mind before she could stop it—one she had been circling back to more and more lately. This might not be forever, but we’re exactly what each other needs right now.

“What is it?” Nell asked.

“Nothing. I’m just happy you’re here. Thanks for clearing a weekend for me.”

“I told you before—I always make the time for the things that are important to me.”

Sarah knew that. Nell had done nothing but prove that to her time and time again over the last year. She shifted slightly, reaching into her pocket, and pulled out a small, square box.

“I have something for you.” She handed the box to Nell, who looked at her in confusion. “Open it?”

Nell’s delicate fingers flicked the lid of the box open, revealing a set of simple diamond earrings, and a note wedged inside the box in Sarah’s handwriting. No one shines quite as bright as you. Happy birthday, N. Love you with a lowercase l.

“I can’t believe you finally got Nate to cave.” A wide smile stretched across her face.

“I can be very persuasive,” Sarah said. “Also, can we talk about how fitting it is that you had me come out to the Hamptons last year to celebrate your birthday unknowingly!?” Sarah gave Nell’s thigh a playful push.

“How on earth did you get Nate to crack? For being as chatty as he can be, he is usually pretty good at keeping secrets.” Nell’s giggles filled Sarah from the inside out.

“Now, why would I share my tactics with you? I might need them in the future.” She pressed a kiss to Nell’s cheek, breathing in that signature woody scent. “Do you like them?” She gestured to the box in Nell’s hand.

“I love them. They’re absolutely perfect.”
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The following afternoon, Sarah pulled into the parking lot of a large warehouse. Several other cars were already there.

“Are you going to tell me what we’re doing yet?” Nell asked from the passenger seat.

“Nope. You’ll find out in a minute. Put this on,” she said, handing her a blindfold and slipping around to the other side of the car.

“You know I’m pretty much good, giving, and game for anything, but what exactly are we doing?” she said, fingers tracing over the fabric of the eye mask Sarah had handed her.

“Be patient,” Sarah insisted.

“I’ve never been particularly good at that.” Nell slipped on the mask as she unbuckled her seatbelt, sliding out of the car with Sarah’s help.

They walked hand in hand into the building together. “Is this payback for all the sketchy places I’ve taken you over the last year? Because each of those had a purpose.”

“Will you be quiet for a minute? You’re going to ruin my fun if you keep talking through this.”

She led Nell into the building and through a set of double doors to where a small group of people wearing matching canvas coveralls was gathered. Sarah couldn’t help the laugh that was already building in her as she tried to contain her excitement.

“Okay,” she whispered in Nell’s ear. “Mask off, please.”

Nell slid the fabric up over her eyes, blinking as a wave of noise hit her.

“Surprise!” the group gathered before them shouted, jumping up and down with excitement.

Standing before them were Lily, Wren, Nate, and her sister Kelly. Amanda had her arm draped over Kelly’s shoulders, and Jamie stood next to Amanda, with Beth, then Sean and Pat standing beside her. Everyone was smiling, looking ridiculous in their matching getup.

“For you,” Nate said, with a flourish, handing Nell a set of coveralls.

“What on earth,” Nell said, looking around in disbelief. “How⁠—”

“Welcome to your birthday party.” Sarah beamed as she stepped into a pair of coveralls herself, indicating that Nell should do the same. “We’re gonna destroy some stuff.”

Sarah had rented out a rage room for the afternoon—a warehouse filled with rooms and rooms of things they could smash and shatter and beat till they were perfectly content. An attendant for the space gave them all a quick rundown of the ground rules and covered a few safety guidelines before letting them loose inside.

Lily and Wren made a beeline for some metal baseball bats and a crate filled with empty wine bottles. Beth naturally gravitated toward the cans of spray paint, while Amanda, Jamie, and Kelly ventured deeper into the building and out of sight, along with Nate.

Sarah and Nell moved together further into the building, broken glass crunching beneath their shoes. They turned a corner into a room where Beth was spray-painting across old TVs as Wren smashed them with a bat. Beth caught her eye and gave her a weak smile from behind her face shield.

“How did you know that I would love this?” Nell asked, leaning close enough so Sarah could hear her over the sounds of smashing glass.

“You might act like you’re too good for it, but I know deep down you love to take care of your inner child. You do it every Christmas with Nate when you go to Disney, and you do it for yourself through Mother Goth. I figured this might be something a nineteen-year-old you could have used.” Sarah reached out and grabbed a sledgehammer that was resting against the wall. “So, what is it going to be first?” she asked, with a grin. “Do you want to take this sledgehammer to a car? Or grab some spray paint and go to town?”

Nell looked at her with complete and utter delight in her eyes, and Sarah committed that look to her memory forever, promising herself that she would always do her best to pull that look from Nell for as long as their lives were intertwined.

“Sledgehammer, hands down,” Nell said, flipping down the front of her plastic face shield and taking the sledgehammer from her. Sarah laughed before following her into the next room.

“Let’s fucking go, baby.”
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CHAPTER ONE
JAMIE


EIGHT MONTHS LATER

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“It went. I don’t think I’m doing it right.” Her lips sought the nape of Beth’s neck to place a soft kiss there, nuzzling against her.

Beth chuckled, set the knife down, and turned to face her, with those impossibly blue eyes Jamie loved so much resting on her.

“I’m proud of you for sticking with it.”

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

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

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

Kissing Beth was as natural to Jamie as breathing. Like it was something she was always meant to do, and now, even after they had been together for three years, it still sent that tingle of excitement racing through her. Her fingers slipped up under the hem of the old Stanford hoodie—the one tattered and covered in paint splatters, clearly well loved. Beth rewarded her with a sharp inhale as Jamie brushed her fingers along warm skin, pulling her closer, deepening the kiss.

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

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

Lily rolled her eyes, those perfect little mirrors to Beth’s grinning anyway. “You two are gross, and you know it.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You love it.” Beth smiled as she set the bowl of batter aside and pulled out the griddle.

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

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

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

“You are my new favorite person,” Jamie said, grinning at Sarah, as she reached out and took the coffee carrier from her. “Come on in.”

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

Jamie set the carrier on the counter and proceeded to pass around the drinks before setting Lily’s in the fridge.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Hugs were passed around as the pair entered the kitchen, and Dylan set a reusable shopping bag on the counter.

“Dyl, can you go grab Lily?” Beth asked. “Let her know we’re only waiting on Kelly and Amanda.” Dylan nodded before disappearing back down the hall.

Jamie watched Beth turn to her best friend Sean with a conspiratorial smile as soon as Dylan’s long, dark ponytail disappeared down the hall. “Were you able to get anything out of her?”

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

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

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

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

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

Jamie was definitely confused now. She shot Lily a look that said, What are you up to? Lily returned her look with a smirk that was oddly reminiscent of Sarah before whipping around to chat with Nell.

Kelly and Amanda entered as Beth plated the last of the pancakes.

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

“It’s a skill I’ve refined over the years,” Amanda called, tossing her motorcycle helmet onto the couch, Kelly doing the same.

“Everyone, grab a plate. We’re doing this buffet style,” Beth instructed, motioning to the stack of plates on the end of the island as everyone scrambled to form a line. Once plates were layered with pancakes and fruit, and seats were taken, Lily stood.

“Okay, I know you’re all curious about why I wanted to do a Pancake Sunday.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

For the better part of four years, Lily had been a major part of her life. Jamie had watched Lily grow over the years, had made coparenting decisions alongside Beth and Sarah, and had loved every moment of it, but she had never once considered herself a mom, simply a bonus adult in Lily’s life.

“UW, huh?” Jamie asked quietly.

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

Jamie couldn’t stop the happy tears as she slipped the baseball cap on over her curls, pulling Lily into a tight hug. “I’m so proud of you,” she whispered. “You’re going to have so much fun.”

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

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

“All done,” Beth confirmed, positioning a pillow behind her head before snaking her arms around Jamie to run her fingers gently through Jamie’s wild curls.

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

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

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

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

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

Jamie smiled weakly, burying herself further into Beth’s embrace. Beth hooked a leg around her, pulling her closer as she placed a long kiss on top of Jamie’s head.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Beth keyed in Jamie’s passcode before pulling up the voicemail and setting it to speaker.

A tinny voice came through, one that Jamie recognized as Dr. Albright’s receptionist. Her breathing stilled as she listened. “Hi, Jamie. This is Jenna from Dr. Albright’s office.” Jamie dug her thumbs into the well-worn fabric of Beth’s sweatshirt as she forced herself to listen to the words coming from the phone. “The results of your scans are in, and Dr. Albright would like to set up some time with you to go over them. She has an opening tomorrow morning at nine that I’ve held for you. If this works, call us back and leave a message confirming. If not, we’ll get you on the schedule as soon as possible. Enjoy your day.”

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

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

“I know, love. I know you did.”

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

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

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

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

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

“The cancer is back, isn’t it?” Jamie said, feeling it almost immediately, hearing the defeat in her tone echoing around her mind as her body went numb. She vaguely heard Dr. Albright mentioning treatment options, but she couldn’t take it in; all Jamie knew was her hand in Beth’s and the whooshing of her own pulse in her ears.
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