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CHAPTER 1
Lucy
A sharp crack echoes through the gym, followed by a heart-wrenching scream I'll never forget. My world stops as I watch my daughter Hailey crumple onto the uneven bars mat. She clutches her right ankle, writhing in agony.
I bolt from my seat, my vision blurring as I race down the bleachers. The stench of sweat assaults my nose as I push through the crowd of stunned young gymnasts. In my haste, I knock over a chalk bucket, sending a cloud of magnesium carbonate billowing across the floor like snow. Melissa, Hailey's coach, kneels beside her, her face etched with concern.
"Don't move her!" I shout, dropping to my knees and wrapping my arms around my daughter. Her face is ashen, freckles faded, tears streaming down her cheeks.
"We need an ambulance now!" Melissa demands, arguing with the USA Gymnastics representative.
Whispers ripple through the gathered gymnasts.
"Did you see how she fell?"
"Hailey was going to win easily. I can't believe this is happening," another adds.
"She'll miss the Olympic team trials. What a shame," a third hisses, sending chills down my spine.
I want to scream at them to shut up. Part of me yearns to stand up and slap them, but I know Hailey would never forgive me... and I'd probably be banned from gymnastics competitions for life.
"You're going to be okay, alright? The ambulance is on its way," I assure her, trying to keep my voice steady even as I crumble inside.
"Mom, the Olympic team trials are in three months. I can't miss them... what if... what if it's broken?" Hailey asks, biting her lower lip as more tears fall.
She's trained relentlessly since she was five. We've traveled the country for competitions. I spent a fortune on the best coaches until she made it into USA Gymnastics' development programs. We've prioritized her athletic performance over her academics—even over my marriage.
"Breathe with me, Hailey. In and out... slowly."
"If I miss the Olympic team trials..."
"Shh, you'll see the best doctors. You'll be in top shape, you'll see," I promise, though I'm not convinced myself.
"You're tough as nails, kiddo. You'll get through this," her coach insists.
Hailey tries to smile, but the terror in her eyes is more than I can bear. I look away to hide my own tears. The thought of thousands of hours of training and sacrifice potentially going down the drain in an instant is unbearable.
I try to distract her from the pain, sharing silly stories from her childhood and reminding her of all the obstacles she's overcome to reach her current level.
The wail of a siren pierces the air outside the gym. Soon, shouts and commotion follow as the gymnasts part. Instead of relief, a wave of anxiety washes over me. This is real. It's happening.
"Shit, you sure know how to steal the spotlight, huh?" jokes Zoe, Hailey's best friend since they were seven.
Hailey attempts to laugh, but it turns into a grimace of pain. Still, I'm infinitely grateful for Zoe's presence. She's trying to inject a sense of normalcy, helping my daughter forget for a split second that her Olympic dreams might have just shattered.
"We're going to immobilize Hailey before we move her," announces a muscular, dark-skinned paramedic. "It's just a precaution, but it can be a bit scary. Are you her mother?"
"Yes."
"Alright. You know you can't ride with us in the ambulance, right? But don't worry, she'll be well taken care of," he adds.
"Wait! Which hospital are you taking her to?" I cry out.
"Watson Memorial," he replies before closing the vehicle's door.
Violet
"Watch out!"
The shout slices through the room as I probe the ankle. But it's not the girl who protests — it's her mother.
I huff in frustration. "Ma'am, this is the third time I'm telling you. You need to calm down and let me work."
"Mom, please," the gymnast pleads, seemingly more worried about her mother's antics than her own pain.
"But is it broken? Please, it can't be broken," the mother mutters nervously, shoving past a nurse to get closer to her daughter.
I take a deep breath, forcing myself to stay calm. I don't have Iris's patience, and this woman is driving me up the wall. As soon as I touch the swollen ankle, the girl winces in pain, but once again, it's the mother who screams.
"Damn," I mutter, shaking my head as one of the nurses tries to hide her laughter. "Hailey, I need you to relax. Can you wiggle your toes?" I ask, raising my eyebrows.
The girl nods quickly and demonstrates. Good, at least there's no nerve damage. Probably no tendon damage either, at least not in the ones controlling that movement.
"The Olympic team trials are in three months. She has to be ready, we can't-"
I tune out the rest of her sentence. She's told me at least ten times already, as if I'd treat the injury differently because of these trials. Maybe I could speed up recovery a bit, patch things up, but at what cost? The girl is sixteen, for heaven's sake. It's not worth risking a chronic injury in adulthood.
"Are you listening to me, doctor?" she insists.
"That's enough!" I exclaim, my voice louder than necessary. "If you can't be quiet while I examine your daughter, I'll have to ask you to leave my office."
The mother's mouth snaps shut, but I can almost feel the waves of anxiety rolling off her. At least she's quiet now.
The ankle is hot to the touch and starting to turn purple in some areas.
"Alright, Hailey, tell me what happened. I see you were at a gymnastics competition."
"I was doing my uneven bars routine and lost my grip with my right hand. I landed badly on the mat, and all my weight fell on my ankle."
"And the pain? On a scale of one to ten, how much does it hurt? I know athletes have a higher pain threshold, but give it a try," I request, gently squeezing her knee to calm her.
"I think eight, maybe nine. It hurts a lot," she says, glancing at her mother.
"Okay, we're going to run some tests. I think we can rule out a fracture, which was my main concern, but I need an MRI to check for ligament damage."
"Ligament damage? That could take months to heal," the mother interjects, bringing her face close to the ankle as if her eyes could function as an MRI machine.
"What did we say about being quiet?"
"Mom, please, let Dr. Anderson do her job," the girl pleads.
I flash her a grateful smile before turning to her mother. I admit it — I don't like her. She seems like one of those hysterical mothers trying to live through their children what they couldn't experience themselves. But still, there's something about that woman that catches my attention. Even in her state of extreme worry, I can't help but notice how beautiful she is. Her hair escapes from a messy bun, and she has gorgeous blue eyes. She seems to be in excellent shape. Too bad she's such a pain in the ass.
"I understand that these Olympic team trials are important," I whisper to her as a sort of peace offering.
"Extremely important," she corrects.
"Fine, extremely important. I get it, but you need to understand that my job is to make sure your daughter's ankle heals properly, to prevent any long-term consequences, not to meet competition deadlines. Do you understand?"
The woman doesn't answer. She tenses up, swallows nervously, and looks away. I wonder if it's too late to pass this case to a colleague.
"I want the best for your daughter, but until I see the MRI results, I can't know the exact extent of the injury. Now, they're going to take her for the scan. You can't go in with her," I remind her. "It's best if you wait in the cafeteria, and Hailey can call you when we're done."
"I'll wait outside the radiology room," she demands, her voice trembling with concern. "I'm not leaving my daughter alone."
I prefer not to argue. I shrug and gesture to the orderly to take Hailey. Her mother walks behind them, but before getting into the elevator, she turns and gives me a strange look.
I don't know; maybe I'm imagining things.



CHAPTER 2
Lucy
I hate Dr. Anderson with every fiber of my being. Her innocent face, her condescending tone, her perfectly styled ponytail... her ridiculous plan that's about to ruin Hailey's life. I'm not sure if I want to scream or punch that pretty nose, but each glance from my daughter reminds me I need to keep my cool, even as my blood boils.
"Nine weeks?" I repeat for the third time. "I don't think you understand the part where I explain that the Olympic team trials are in twelve weeks. Hailey needs to be back in training in half that time."
The doctor barely flinches, and that's what irks me the most. She almost rolls her eyes but remains cool as ice, her arms crossed over that pristine, perfectly ironed white coat. It's like standing in front of the goddamn image of Miss Perfect.
"I understand your frustration," she finally responds, maintaining a smile I'd like to slap off her lips. "However, rushing your daughter's recovery could cause long-term consequences, which we must avoid at all costs."
"Long-term?" I echo in disbelief. "There won't be a long-term if she misses the Olympic team trials. Her entire life will go to shit. Aren't those enough consequences?" Damn, this woman doesn't understand anything I'm saying.
My daughter raises a hand to her forehead and massages her temple.
"Mom, maybe it's better to listen to the doctor and..."
"No!" I interrupt, raising a hand to silence her. "Hailey, you're very nervous and can't think clearly. You've worked too hard your entire life for this opportunity, and we're not going to let a small ankle sprain ruin everything."
"It's a grade three sprain with partial ligament tear, not a small sprain. It's an injury that requires proper rehabilitation, especially for an elite athlete," Dr. Anderson murmurs.
"My daughter is used to sacrifice and training through pain," I counter. "If we stopped training every time she had a discomfort, she'd never train. It's clear you don't know competitive sports!" I snort.
"Mrs. Fitzgerald," the nurse cuts in. "We regularly treat professional athletes and..."
"Nonsense," I interrupt. "I'll talk to the head of surgery, a Dr. Arya Kumari, if I'm not mistaken. I won't let this stand. You're not understanding the scope of your work."
Dr. Anderson takes a deep breath and lets out a large amount of air before speaking again. No doubt, she didn't like the idea of me talking to her boss. Surely, with that attitude, she's had problems with her superiors before.
"Let me explain Hailey's recovery plan again," she says in an insultingly calm voice. "Then, if you wish, you can talk to Dr. Kumari and complain all you want. During the first week, we'd focus on rest, ice, compression, and elevation, known as the RICE protocol. This will help control pain and swelling in the ankle."
"You don't need a medical degree to figure that out," I huff. "A week sitting doing nothing. Fantastic."
The doctor seems to ignore my comment and continues in her calm tone.
"Next, we'd start with gentle range of motion exercises, gradually progressing towards strengthening. By the sixth week or so, we should be able to introduce some sport-specific training, albeit gently, to test the ankle's resilience."
"Six weeks?" I explode in disbelief, bringing my hands to my head. "But what part of 'the trials are in twelve weeks' don't you understand? That doesn't leave her time to get in shape."
"I repeat, if we accelerate, we risk long-term injuries. We need to be smart."
"Well, I don't see what's smart about throwing a lifetime of training down the drain," I protest.
"Mom, please," Hailey interrupts, squeezing my hand.
"Don't worry, honey. We'll find another doctor, someone who truly understands what a high-level athlete needs. It's very easy to let an injury heal on its own, isn't it, Dr. Anderson?" I ask sarcastically.
For a moment, she's silent, speechless. I'm sure I've finally managed to put some common sense into that birdbrain. Honestly, I don't understand how she could have earned her medical degree, so I take the opportunity to continue presenting my arguments.
"Listen, doctor," I continue. "I'm sure you mean well, but you don't know my daughter. Although she looks small for her age, she's very strong. She knows how to adapt to pain and her mental strength is..."
"Mrs. Fitzgerald," she interrupts, raising her voice slightly for the first time. "Your daughter's ligaments don't give a shit about her mental strength. I don't doubt she's very strong, gymnastics is one of the toughest sports out there, but her ankle needs time to heal, period. If you look hard enough, I'm sure you'll find someone who'll give you a solution in less time, but you're risking creating a bigger problem than you already have."
"Hailey, we're leaving!" I announce, positioning myself behind my daughter's wheelchair.
But before I know it, Dr. Anderson grabs my forearm and, for some reason I don't understand, the touch of her skin produces a strange sensation, almost comforting.
"I know you're scared and want the best for your daughter; however, fleeing this office won't change the reality of Hailey's injury. If you're not happy with me, I can ask someone else to take the case, but please, don't make a hasty decision that could jeopardize her future," she adds, shifting her gaze to my daughter.
"Mom, we should listen to her, please," Hailey reminds me.
The doctor smiles, probably thinking she's won the battle just because my daughter doesn't want to argue.
"If it helps, I never said the Olympic team trials were off the table. We'd design exercises to maintain muscle strength while recovering the ligaments, but we need to approach recovery step by step," she explains.
"Would she make it in time?" I ask, surprised.
"There are no guarantees, but I think so. Young athletes usually respond well to recovery exercises. I'd bet on Hailey," she says with a smile... and what a smile. Too bad she's the living image of negativity. And a jerk.
My daughter asks her several questions about the training plan, and I find myself studying her features more closely. She explains the details with passion, and there's something about the expressiveness with which she moves her hands that hypnotizes me.
"Mrs. Fitzgerald, do you agree?" she suddenly asks.
"What?"
"Mom, do you agree with the recovery plan?" Hailey insists.
"Uh, yeah, yeah, it's fine," I respond, confused, despite missing part of the explanation.
"Very well, now we just need to fill out some paperwork at reception, and we'll have Hailey competing again in no time. I'd love to see you on TV at the Olympic Games, champ," she adds, winking at my daughter in an adorable way.
"Thanks, I guess," I mutter, unconvinced.
"I never give up on my patients, Mrs. Fitzgerald; it's personal, no matter how stubborn their mothers might be," she jokes, flashing me that smile again that... Shit, I'd better get out of this office as soon as possible.



CHAPTER 3
Lucy
I stand almost hidden behind the door, my heart racing as I watch my daughter Hailey grit her teeth and take another step forward. Her knuckles turn white as she grips the parallel bars in the recovery area. A knot forms in my stomach, witnessing her struggle.
"That's it, Hailey. You're doing great, champ," Dr. Anderson encourages. She hasn't left Hailey's side since today's session began.
My daughter smiles, and for a moment, I want to rush in and hug her. But I force myself to stay put, letting the doctor and physical therapist do their job. The marks my nails leave on my skin testify to how difficult this is for me.
Hailey attempts another step. Her face contorts in pain, and a groan escapes her lips.
"Shit, fuck," she mutters through clenched teeth as her foot touches the ground.
"Let's take a break," Dr. Anderson announces, helping Hailey sit down and taking a seat beside her. "You're doing really well, truly," she assures her.
My daughter slumps in her chair and lets out a huff. "I don't see any progress," she protests, flexing her toes.
"You're doing great, honey!" I call from the doorway, earning a death glare from my daughter. Teenage things, I guess. This stuff didn't used to bother her before.
"She still treats me like I'm five," Hailey grumbles under her breath, trying to keep me from hearing.
Her words pierce my heart like a dagger. To me, she's still my little girl. Part of me is proud of the teenager she's becoming, but I struggle to admit that another part doesn't want her to grow up.
"Why don't you tell me how you really feel?" Dr. Anderson asks. "I mean how you truly feel, not what you think you should say."
For a moment, Hailey is silent. Then, something in her crumbles, and words pour out like a broken dam.
Through tears, she reveals her fears, sacrifices, and the pressure she's felt since childhood to not disappoint me. Things she's never told me.
Dr. Anderson leans in and hugs her. She smiles as she wipes the tears rolling down my daughter's cheeks. I wish it were me by her side instead.
"I'm going to introduce you to two very special people," Dr. Anderson says, reaching for her phone. "Both have experienced injuries before important competitions, much more severe than yours. I think it'll be good for you to talk to them."
The wait is unbearable. I re-enter the recovery room, pretending to be fascinated by the equipment. Hailey's look – a mix of annoyance and poorly disguised anxiety – is enough to send me back out.
"Hailey, right?" A dark-haired woman enters through another door. "Violet's told me a lot about you. I'm Dr. Iris Ramirez."
The new doctor shares her personal story. I'm not sure if it's better to listen or not – it's crushing my spirits. She recounts her own Olympic trials experience in triathlon, cut short by a severe injury that ended her career. Now, she performs surgery on athletes.
"What did you do when you got injured?" Hailey asks, surprised.
"I cried. I cried a lot, as I imagine you have, too," Dr. Ramirez admits. "I was angry at the universe, couldn't understand my bad luck, and wanted to give up completely. But then," she leans forward and takes my daughter's hands, "I channeled my anger and determination into a new dream. I won't lie, I would've loved to compete in the Olympics, but without that injury, I wouldn't have met the most important person in my life."
She gestures to another woman, and my daughter's face completely changes. Her eyes widen, and she brings a hand to her mouth as if she's seen a ghost.
"You know who she is, right?" Dr. Anderson asks.
"Holy shit, Anna Forling, the soccer player," Hailey whispers, staring in shock.
"Just a few months ago, I was in the same place as you. Well, I hope you're behaving better because I admit I was unbearable during my knee recovery. Right, Michelle?" Anna asks the physical therapist, who rolls her eyes before nodding, causing my daughter to burst into laughter.
"But you fully recovered, won the league," Hailey interjects.
"That's right. It was hard to listen; many days, I despaired and wanted to throw in the towel, but now I know I was in the best possible hands. You won't find better doctors to heal that ankle," Anna admits.
"Damn, I can't believe it," my daughter sighs, pulling out her phone and begging to take some photos for her Instagram.
"So don't give up, because I want to see you in the Olympic Village and retake these photos with you, okay?" the soccer player concludes before leaving the room hand in hand with Dr. Ramirez.
Hailey checks her phone screen and wastes no time uploading a couple of photos to social media.
"Holy crap, Violet! She just followed me, I can't believe it," she mutters nervously. "I met Anna Forling, and now she follows me on Instagram! Isn't that the coolest?"
She hugs Dr. Anderson, and they whisper something I can't hear. They laugh. And at that moment, I can't help but smile as I observe the rapport this woman has built with my daughter.



CHAPTER 4
Violet
The head nurse catches my eye, her face a mask of professional concern tinged with something else. Annoyance? Sympathy? It's hard to tell in this fluorescent-lit hallway.
"Dr. Anderson," she calls, beckoning me over. "Lucy Fitzgerald, the gymnast's mother, arrived about five minutes ago. She insisted on speaking with you. I've shown her to your office."
Nurse Chen's expression speaks volumes: 'I can't deal with this woman. You handle her.' I can't help but let out a small sigh. Here we go again.
As I push open my office door, I find Lucy perched on the edge of a chair, her fingers drumming an impatient rhythm on my desk. Everything about her screams restless energy.
"Dr. Anderson," she jumps up like she's spring-loaded. "I hope you don't mind me dropping by unannounced."
I arch an eyebrow, injecting a healthy dose of irony into my voice. "I assume it must be extremely urgent."
"Well, yes... actually..." she stammers, then launches into one of her typical, never-ending barrages of questions about her daughter's rehabilitation. The words tumble out of her mouth, sometimes tripping over each other in her haste. The phrase "Olympic team selection trials" peppers her speech like a nervous tic.
The shadows under her eyes betray her lack of sleep. For a moment, I consider prescribing something to temporarily ease her anxiety. At this rate, she'll end up making her daughter a nervous wreck too.
"USA Gymnastics hasn't changed the dates for those trials, right?" I interject when I can't take any more.
"No, of course not. It's still the same date."
"And I assume this competition doesn't have legs or a will of its own to change its date?"
Lucy stares at me, baffled by my sarcasm. I think I've been spending too much time with Arya lately.
"Mrs. Fitzgerald," I say, softening my tone, "I'll tell you the same thing I said last time we met. We're on the right track. Hailey is a very strong girl, and she's cooperating with everything we ask of her. We're progressing as quickly as we can, always keeping in mind not to do anything that could jeopardize her long-term health. There's no reason to worry."
I realize my voice has taken on a tenser edge. I've just come out of a surgery that went a bit sideways, and I'm tired.
"I know I can be a bit much sometimes," she admits. "It's just that we've dedicated so much time to Hailey's training. It's been so many hours of effort that if she misses these trials..."
She continues talking about the whole process in the plural as if she's been training alongside Hailey, even though I know she's not her coach. This reinforces my initial impression that she's one of those mothers who try to live vicariously through their children's experiences. Still, I feel sorry for her anxiety, so I decide to throw her a bone.
"How about this?" I propose, against my better judgment, "Every time Hailey comes to the recovery center to work with the physiotherapists, we have a short meeting, and I update you on everything. Would that work for you, Mrs. Fitzgerald?"
She nods her head quickly, her eyes widening as if I've just made her day. "Please, call me Lucy," she says with a sigh.
"Well then, since we're going to be seeing each other quite often, I suppose we should start using first names. You can call me Violet."
As soon as the words leave my mouth, I hear Jackie Stone's voice in my head telling me this kind of thing usually ends badly. Maybe I shouldn't have done it.
As we say goodbye, I start noticing things I've overlooked before. The dimples that form on either side of her mouth when she smiles, or the way she caresses her cheek with the back of her hand when deep in thought. It's too bad her personality rules her out completely.
***
Over the next two weeks, Lucy drops by my office at least twice a week. They're brief meetings, just as I'd promised. Hailey is improving by leaps and bounds, and the physiotherapy team is thrilled with her progress. She's a girl with iron discipline and a clear vision. The upside is that her mother's anxiety seems to be subsiding.
"What's this?" I ask, confused, as Lucy sets a latte and a slice of blueberry pie on my desk.
"Well, in our last meeting, you mentioned you had early morning surgery today, so I figured you hadn't had time for a proper breakfast. On Hailey's second day of physio, you were talking about your favorite foods — I guess to calm her down — and you said you liked blueberry pie. I made this for you a homemade recipe. Hope you like it," she adds, forcing a nervous smile.
"Do you... always remember things like that?"
"I'm sorry. I know it can be a bit unsettling, but I can't help it," she admits. "I notice those details."
"No, no... it's fine. Your partner must be thrilled, you being so thoughtful," I joke, trying to ease the tension.
"My partner flew the coop years ago, when Hailey was nine," she mutters, lowering her gaze.
"Oh, I'm sorry."
"I suppose it's for the best. It was constant fighting that was distracting Hailey from her training."
I smile, but again, she mentions Hailey's training, even in the context of her divorce. I wonder if she realizes that at sixteen, maybe Hailey should start spreading her wings just a bit.
As we review her daughter's progress, Lucy's eyes land on a book peeking out from under the stack of medical journals on my desk.
"Erik Larson's 'The Splendid and the Vile'? You're into World War II?" she asks, surprised.
"It's not like I have tons of time to read, but it's always been a topic that intrigued me," I admit.
"Wow, it's one of my favorite subjects. In fact, I'm preparing a unit on Churchill for my history classes next semester."
Before I know it, she's talking about the London Blitz and how she plans to structure her lessons for her students. Her expression softens, and for a few moments, she seems like a different person entirely. She smiles constantly, biting her lower lip in an adorable way, and... damn, I have to make an effort not to sigh every time she does it.
"Oh my God!" she suddenly exclaims, glancing at her watch. "I swear I only meant to steal fifteen minutes of your time, and look how late it's gotten."
"Don't worry, it's fine," I hurry to assure her.
"I'll make it up to you with a whole blueberry pie just for you. How about that? Maybe we could meet up sometime and continue our conversation in a quieter place," she suggests out of the blue, and I can only nod like an idiot.
She follows up with a comment about blueberry jam that somehow turns into another comment, this time a bit risqué, and we both laugh without realizing that Hailey is standing by the door.
She doesn't say anything, but her expression is deadly serious.
"Dr. Anderson was just updating me on your progress," Lucy hastily explains as a slight blush spreads from her chest to her cheeks.
"Yeah, I can see that," Hailey responds, spinning on her heel and leaving the office without even saying goodbye to me.
***
"You're late, you jerk," Arya greets me when I sit at the table beside her and Jackie Stone.
"I was updating Hailey's mother on her daughter's progress," I defend myself, trying to appear very interested in cutting my ham and cheese sandwich into perfect pieces.
"But that would have been almost an hour ago, right? Or have you been with her all this time?" Jackie asks.
"She brought Violet a blueberry pie and a coffee," Arya chimes in.
"How the hell do you know that, Arya?" I protest.
"I've got eyes and ears all over the hospital," she responds without batting an eye.
I just let out a huff and stuff a piece of sandwich in my mouth without responding. The worst part is that it's true — any story or secret, real or imaginary, reaches Arya's ears. Especially if it has anything to do with love.
"You're not going to tell us, are you?" Arya inquires, not taking her huge black eyes off me.
"There's nothing to tell. We were talking about her daughter and later about World War II," I reply dryly.
"Wow, how super romantic! Bring up World War II to me, and my panties get wet," Arya jokes, rolling her eyes and provoking laughter from Jackie and a nurse who has just joined us at the table.
"You're an idiot, Arya," I protest, making a ball out of a paper napkin and throwing it at her head.
We all laugh, and they don't push it, but for some reason I can't explain, small details keep coming back to my mind: the way Lucy plays with her fingers when she's nervous, the mischievous smile when she made the comment about blueberry jam, and the tingling in the pit of my stomach that followed.
Shit. This isn't going well.



CHAPTER 5
Lucy
I watch Hailey grit her teeth, her face contorting in pain as she pushes through another set of ankle rehabilitation exercises. My nails dig into my thumb, a physical manifestation of the ache in my chest. I know she must be hating this — not being able to practice has to be pure torture for her, even if she never complains.
"That's looking really good," a familiar voice behind me sends my heart into a tailspin.
"What are you doing here?" I blurt out, instantly regretting my sharp tone.
Violet's eyes sparkle with amusement. "Well, I'm happy to see you too. It's my day off, and I thought it'd be a good idea to drop by the rehab center to check on Hailey's progress in person."
"On your day off?" The question tumbles out before I can stop it, a mix of surprise and something else I can't quite name.
"I take my patients' recovery very seriously," she responds with a playful wink that sets off an unexpected flutter in my stomach.
Thankfully, Hailey jumps in. I don't know if she's noticed how flustered I am, but knowing my tendency to blush, she's probably picked up on something.
"I'm improving a lot, Dr. Anderson," she assures. "But you don't need to come on your day off. You should be resting."
"I actually live pretty close by, and a walk does me good. Besides, I need to make sure you're not pushing yourself too hard. Olympic dreams are great, but not at the expense of your long-term health," Violet adds with a smile that makes my knees weak.
We watch in silence as Hailey finishes her exercises. Michelle, the physical therapist, gives her some additional instructions before wrapping up the session.
"I'm starving," Hailey sighs, wiping beads of sweat with her towel.
Violet chimes in before I can process my daughter's words. "There's a little café nearby that serves the best pastrami sandwiches in New York. And if you like milkshakes, they have an incredible variety that'll make your taste buds dance. I could join you if you'd like. The owner's a friend of mine."
"Mom?" Hailey clasps her hands together in a prayer-like gesture, reminiscent of her younger years. A nostalgic smile tugs at my lips.
"I'm sure Dr. Anderson has better things to do on her day off, but if she tells us where the café is, we can stop by."
"I need food just like any other human," Violet interjects with a laugh. "I'd love to join you, if you don't mind."
I feel heat creep up my cheeks as I shrug. I'm not sure how to interpret this woman's insistence on spending time with us when she surely has plenty of other things to do.
The café Violet leads us to is a charming spot, tucked away in a corner near the hospital. As she pushes the door open and steps aside to let me pass, my jaw drops. I'd expected a typical modern, sterile place with no personality. Instead, I'm greeted by a cozy space brimming with character.
My eyes roam over the exposed brick walls, adorned with photographs that seem to whisper stories of bygone eras. The eclectic collection of furniture — time-worn wooden tables paired with mismatched chairs — creates a uniquely inviting atmosphere.
The aroma of coffee and freshly baked bread hits me next, causing my stomach to growl in anticipation. A multitude of small details completes the scene: artwork by local artists, shelves lined with used books, plants hanging from the ceiling in one corner. In the background, soft jazz notes provide the perfect soundtrack to this almost perfect place.
At the counter, a display case filled with artisanal sandwiches catches my eye. Violet points to one of them, a thick, juicy pastrami sandwich that makes my mouth water.
"Wow!" Hailey breathes.
"Told you it was a special place," Violet reminds us with a shrug.
"It looks like the secret hideout of some bohemian writer we'd study in high school," my daughter jokes.
As we sit down, Violet's knee brushes against mine, and I nearly forget how to breathe. Luckily, Hailey's immediate praise for the pastrami sandwich, her mouth still full of food, diverts our attention.
"So, where did Hailey's passion for gymnastics come from?" Violet asks once my daughter finishes raving about the food quality.
"My mom was also a gymnast," Hailey rushes to answer.
"Oh, really?"
I blush slightly at her words, but can't help feeling a small wave of pride and nostalgia.
"Yes," I admit. "I wasn't bad, but I never had Hailey's talent. At her age, I was more concerned with deciding which Hollywood actor was the hottest or making eyes at some high school boy to ask me out."
"Same here, except with actresses and high school girls," Violet confesses, and that strange tingle returns to the pit of my stomach.
"She coached me until I was twelve," my daughter chimes in, coming to my rescue. "Grandma said she could have been really good, but an injury ended her career."
A pang of pain courses through my body as I remember those times. The hurt, the disappointment, the tears... and I wasn't even close to Hailey's level.
"I don't have time for dating right now," Hailey interjects, seeming particularly chatty in her doctor's presence. "I'm not even sure if I like girls or boys, I think both. But Olympics first, then the other stuff."
"Smart girl," Violet nods, giving me a look I can't quite decipher.
"Have you done any sports, doctor?"
"At your age, I was more of a bookworm. When I was little, my parents put me in ballet, but I had the coordination of a newborn giraffe. I think the teacher cried tears of joy when I quit," she jokes, and I can't help the goofy smile that spreads across my face.
The conversation flows easily, too easily. Our knees keep brushing occasionally, though I swear she's not rushing to move hers away anymore... or maybe I'm the one not moving mine.
"Would you like to join me for a talk about World War II this afternoon?" I blurt out, immediately regretting my words.
"Mom!"
My daughter doesn't hold back her death glare.
"Sorry, forget it, it's silly," I hurry to explain.
"No, not at all. Tell me more."
"Dr. Anderson, those talks are so boring, I can't believe my mom dared to invite you," Hailey adds.
"It's nothing fancy or specialized. I'm part of a history group, and we have a talk this afternoon. Well, you know... since you mentioned you liked the topic... because of that book you're reading, I mean..." God, I sound pathetic. Even my daughter notices I can't speak without stammering.
"I'm in!" the doctor responds without hesitation, and judging by the way Hailey looks at me, I think I let out a sigh.
***
"Mom, what the hell are you doing?" my daughter protests when Violet excuses herself to use the restroom.
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"Come on, Mom. I'm dying of embarrassment here; you're acting like one of my classmates. You're practically undressing her with your eyes," she insists.
"Will you stop talking nonsense?"
"Jeez, are you trying to hook up with my doctor? I can't believe this. You know you're terrible at flirting, right? A freaking World War II talk? Seriously? And she said yes... that's a clear sign she wants to hook up with you."
"I'm your mother, Hailey," I complain, not really knowing what to say.
"Yeah, right. Since when do you like women?" she suddenly asks, fixing me with a stare. A question I wasn't prepared for.
"I... I don't know, Hailey. I'm not sure of anything right now."
I'm at a loss for words, my mind trying to process too many feelings at once. I find myself almost praying for Violet to return and end this uncomfortable conversation. I always imagined having this type of talk one day, but I assumed it would be the other way around.



CHAPTER 6
Lucy
"What do you mean it's not progressing as fast as it should? You told me... you promised me..."
Hailey's voice quivers, teetering on the edge of a full-blown meltdown as she asks the question.
I watch helplessly as my daughter's dreams shatter like fine china on marble. She sways, her eyes a maelstrom of emotions: disappointment, anger, fear, and despair. The air grows thick, almost unbreathable.
Violet leans forward, her voice calm but firm. "Hailey, medicine isn't an exact science. Everyone's body responds differently. I know this isn't what you wanted to hear, and I know how hard you've worked, but-"
"But what?" Hailey snaps, her fists clenching. "Are you telling me all this fucking effort was for nothing? That I should just give up?"
I reach out to stroke her back, but she swats my hand away. The sting of rejection burns.
Violet persists, "I never said it was for nothing. Nor that you should throw in the towel. I'm just saying it's going a bit slower than expected. That doesn't mean-"
"Yeah, tell me. What does it mean? Should I find a doctor who actually knows what she's doing?"
Violet's jaw tightens, but her voice remains steady. The scene reminds me too much of my own arguments with Violet when we first met.
"Hailey, I understand you're frustrated," Violet tries again.
"Frustrated? Fuck, I'm way beyond frustrated. I'm so fucking done with all of this," Hailey shouts, standing up abruptly. She wavers slightly as she puts weight on her injured ankle.
My heart stops. I leap up to help her, but she protests, "Don't fucking touch me!"
"Aren't you supposed to be one of the best doctors in the country? Fuck, it's just a shitty ankle sprain, not a torn ACL. Why can't you give me an exact date?"
"Because the human body doesn't work that way, Hailey. I can only estimate dates," Violet defends herself. "I'm doing everything I can."
"No, you're not! You're too busy trying to fuck my mom to do your job," Hailey spits, and I feel the air leave my lungs.
"That's enough, Hailey! Apologize to Dr. Anderson right now," I demand, struggling to keep my voice from breaking as I crumble inside.
"Why? It's true, isn't it? You always tell me there should be trust between us, but I don't know what the hell is going on between you two. What a shitty example you're setting for your teenage daughter, Mom! You must be so proud."
Each word is a dagger to my heart. "Hailey, please stop," I sigh.
"No, Mom. I'm sick of all this shit, understand? You don't even know what you want. This wouldn't have happened if Dad was home," she snaps, her words exploding like a bomb.
"You're not being fair to your mother," Violet interjects.
"Save it!" Hailey growls. "I'm out of here. I just hope I don't have to put up with you at home, too, because I'll go live with my dad," she adds, shattering my heart.
The silence that follows her departure is deafening. We're left paralyzed, and I'm on the verge of collapsing into a puddle of tears.
"Fuck," Violet sighs, running her hands through her hair.
"I'm sorry, she's usually very polite. I don't know what to say."
"No, it's not your fault," she interrupts. "Really, I think it's all on me. Not about her recovery — I know I did everything possible. But with the other thing... I feel like I should have been much clearer with you. We're both adults, after all."
"Violet, I need to fix things with my daughter first," I cut her off, raising a hand to silence her. "Or are you going to give up on her?"
"You know I won't do that."
"Do I? Do I really?" I protest.
"Lucy, we've talked about your daughter's treatment ad nauseam. You know I've researched all available options that won't jeopardize her long-term health. If you really want to take risks, you should find another specialist."
I see Violet vulnerable for the first time since I've known her. Her eyes have moistened slightly, and she looks at me with pain.
"Fuck, I'm sorry, Violet. All of this... it's just too hard for me," I admit, hiding my face in my hands.
She gets up from her chair and approaches me. She leans down to gently caress my back and kiss my head, and I start to feel a little better for a moment.
"It's very difficult for me too, Lucy," she confesses. "I have no idea how to deal with a teenage girl because I've never had children. And her words... believe me, they've destroyed me too."
"I've never seen her like this," I stammer.
"We must remember that she's a sixteen-year-old girl dealing with a huge setback. Her reaction is a bit extreme, but not entirely unexpected. She's scared. The idea of missing the Olympic team trials is terrifying. It is for you as an adult woman; imagine for her."
"I'm scared to death," I mutter through clenched teeth.
"I know you're going to hate me, Lucy, but I think that's part of the problem. Without meaning to, you're transferring your fears to Hailey, and now she can't take it anymore. I'm sorry to tell you this, really," she assures me, sitting next to me and taking my hand in hers.
"Maybe you're right," I sigh.
"Maybe?"
"Okay, you're right. Partly, at least. But it's a very complicated situation, being a single mother to a girl with so much talent has required many sacrifices and-"
"I thought you were going to punch me in the face," she interrupts with a smile.
"You're an idiot. Although it did cross my mind," I joke.
"You've done an incredible job as a mother, Lucy. You've raised a strong and determined girl. Tremendously mature for her age, but you need to control your fears so you don't pass them on to her. And as for us, I guess we should have a conversation and clear things up between us."
"We're adult women," I whisper, leaning in to silence her with a kiss.
"Fuck," she sighs again.
"You said yourself we should clear things up."
"Are you willing to move forward?" Violet asks, raising her eyebrows and caressing my cheek with the back of her hand.
"Do you want me to tell you I'm not terrified?"
"No, I want you to remember that you have a sixteen-year-old daughter who hates me right now and is also my patient."
"Why are you telling me this now?" I ask, confused.
"Because I want you to be aware that it probably won't be easy, and I'd like to move forward only if you're convinced. I'm going to be very clear with you, Lucy. There are certain ethical boundaries, and I'm not going to continue this if you just want to experiment with what it feels like to be with a woman. Being so direct with you hurts me, but I think it's necessary."
"What do you want?" I cut her off.
"Fuck, Lucy. I don't want a kiss, I don't want a quick fuck, I don't want games. I'd like to explore something serious with you. I'm not promising it will work. In fact, I assure you it will be complicated, but I want to try."
"Something serious?"
"Something serious," she repeats.
"I need to think about it, okay?" I finally admit.
"Of course, take all the time you need. Whatever your decision, I'm here. For you and for Hailey," she adds, though I can see a flicker of disappointment in her eyes.



CHAPTER 7
Violet
Lucy bursts into my office like a whirlwind, her energy crackling. Her eyes lock onto mine, bright with determination.
"Okay," she blurts out from the doorway, skipping the pleasantries.
I quirk an eyebrow, my pen hovering over the patient file I'd been reviewing. "Okay? What's okay?"
"I've been thinking about what you said yesterday before I left your office." The words tumble out of her throat, as if racing to escape.
I lean back in my chair, curious. "Does this 'okay' mean you've reached a conclusion?"
"That's why I'm here," she replies, a hint of nervousness coloring her cheeks.
"About not passing your fears onto Hailey?" I prod, knowing full well that's not what she means.
"Damn it, Violet. I mean us. The possibility of..."
"Let's go to the terrace," I suggest, my heart quickening. "It's sunset, and we have a gorgeous view on clear days like today."
The Watson Memorial's terrace is a hidden gem. Tucked away on the top floor, few venture to visit it. I'd never have known about it if not for Arya, who likes to spend time there for some peace and quiet.
I love the view. Below us stretches a tapestry of lights reaching to the horizon. Majestic skyscrapers of steel and glass stand tall, with the Empire State Building's spire piercing a sky that's beginning to blush with orange and pink. In the distance, the Brooklyn Bridge spans the East River, cars crossing it like fireflies with their headlights on.
"I'm listening," I whisper, settling next to Lucy.
"I had a long talk with Hailey," she confesses with a sigh.
"Is she still mad at me?"
"Well... We'll get to that. She said she's okay with... with us. Having a relationship, I mean." She pauses, her gaze searching mine. "If you're still interested, of course."
I take her hand in mine, studying it for a moment. The Lucy Fitzgerald I first met, furious and ready to tear me apart if I didn't cure her daughter immediately, now seems like a distant echo.
"I'd like to try," I admit, my thumb tracing circles on her palm. "But I should warn you, my schedule isn't easy."
"That's because you don't know the challenges of dating a woman with a teenage daughter whose mood changes every fifteen minutes. And it's much worse if the daughter is an aspiring Olympic gymnast," she warns, eyebrows raised in a playful smile.
"Now that we've warned each other about potential disasters, how did Hailey take it?"
"She expected it from the way she saw us together. Says I looked like a girl her age instead of her mother. On one hand, it surprised her. After all, I was married to a man for ten years and had never been particularly attracted to women... until I met you."
"The typical story of the mother who was married to a man. I know quite a few, don't worry. It usually works out well," I tease, leaning in closer.
"The nice part is she told me I seemed happier with you, that she'd seen me sad for a while, and it's true that my life was pretty empty," she admits, lowering her gaze.
"So... good."
"Yes, pretty good. Hailey has several lesbian friends, and she herself has been with both boys and girls, albeit very briefly."
When she finishes speaking, it's as if a weight has lifted from her shoulders. She smiles, resting her head on my chest and purring as we watch the first stars appear.
"Do you think I pushed Hailey too hard?" she asks suddenly, stretching against my body as I stroke her hair. "Sometimes I think I stole her childhood."
"I don't know, Lucy. I'd say your daughter's motivation comes from within her. I don't know what happened when she was a child, but now she's willing to make whatever sacrifices it takes to succeed, without needing you to push her. I'm sure of that."
"My husband and I were very young when we had her. I wanted to give her every opportunity to succeed and never asked what she wanted. Sometimes, I look at her and see that tiredness in her eyes, and I'm afraid she's doing this just to make me proud."
"She's sixteen and extremely mature for her age," I remind Lucy, my fingers still threading through her hair. "If she didn't want to continue with gymnastics, she'd let you know. She's totally motivated; you can be at ease about that. You just need to start letting her fly free."
"Seeing my daughter succeed was my only motivation in life," she confesses, turning her neck to look into my eyes. "I know it sounds pathetic, but my life has been empty since the divorce. Hailey is the only thing that gives it meaning."
Lucy lets out a long sigh as if admitting it out loud has exhausted her.
"The worst part is I can't even blame my ex-husband. My obsession with Hailey's gymnastics was the main reason we divorced. I admit there was no spark between us; it was just routine. We were practically two people who got along well and shared a house. Until I became so obsessed with seeing my daughter succeed that everything fell apart," she confesses as her eyes fill with tears.
"If it's any consolation, from what you're telling me, that relationship didn't have much of a future anyway. I don't mean to offend you, but your life wasn't complete with your husband," I point out, treading carefully.
"No, it wasn't, but it was even worse after the divorce. Without my daughter, there was nothing," she mutters.
"What were your dreams before Hailey? Maybe you can start there. Reclaim your aspirations."
"Ugh, I barely remember," she admits with a bitter laugh. "I wanted to travel, see the world. I believed in love, in making a difference somehow. Silly, utopian things from when you're young, you know."
"It's not silly," I hasten to reply, kissing her forehead. "It's beautiful. And it's never too late to do several of those things. Lucy, even though you have a sixteen-year-old daughter, you're still very young. Before you know it, she'll be off to college and..."
"That's what terrifies me," she interrupts.
"No, that's why you need to start living. You're a teacher, you already make a difference in your students' lives, I'm sure of that. As for love... I'd like to think that maybe I can be part of that equation," I sigh, shrugging as a silly smile plays on my lips. "The traveling and seeing the world part, that can be arranged."
"You're such an angel," Lucy whispers against my lips before kissing me. "Why didn't I find you sooner?"
"Maybe it wasn't the right time," I admit, returning her kiss with fervor.
***
The following day, I corner Iris as soon as I spot her.
"I need you to take over Hailey Fitzgerald's case," I announce without preamble.
She slowly looks up from the chart she was reviewing and gives me a confused stare.
"Isn't that the one who left your office on crutches two days ago while calling you a bitch or something?" she asks, eyebrows raised.
"Yeah, something like that, but it was a misunderstanding. Everything's sorted now. Besides, you owe me. I took care of your girlfriend," I remind her.
"Whoa, now I'm really lost, and I'm not sure I want to keep asking," Iris says sarcastically.
"I'm starting a relationship with her mother," I explain, watching panic spread across her face. Before I can continue our conversation, a familiar voice interrupts us.
"Dr. Anderson!"
We both turn to see Hailey limping towards us on her crutches. Lucy walks behind her, shrugging apologetically when she sees me.
"Hailey."
"I'm sorry," she blurts out as soon as she reaches us. "I shouldn't have said the things I said. I was frustrated, and I took it out on you. I really am sorry."
"It's forgotten, don't worry. I understand completely," I assure her with my best smile, gently touching her left arm. "Look, we were just talking about you. You know Dr. Iris Ramírez, she's going to take over your case from now on and..."
"No!" she interrupts, raising her voice.
"No?"
"Please, Violet. Don't do this to me. I promise I won't lose my temper again, but I need to keep working with you. I have to make it in time for the Olympic team trials."
"But, Hailey..."
"Please, don't give up on me," she insists.
I glance at Lucy, who's biting her lower lip in distress as she watches her daughter on the verge of tears, and in those moments, I don't know what to do.
Luckily, Arya has overheard part of the conversation and jumps right in in her typical style.
"Hey, dumbass, if the kid wants to stick with her future stepmom, I don't see any problem. It'll bring you closer together, you know... fixing an ankle is part of the typical mother-daughter activities and stuff."
Naturally, both Hailey and Lucy look at her strangely, but there's no time to explain Arya's peculiarities.
"What about hospital rules?"
"They're not clear," Arya quickly responds. "You can't have a relationship with your patient, but they don't say anything about patients' mothers. Hey, it's the fault of those idiots in Human Resources who don't know how to write the rules."
"Are you sure?"
"Are you gonna tell me?" Arya jokes.
"Alright, I guess I'm keeping Hailey's case after all," I announce, turning to Iris.



CHAPTER 8
Lucy
The apartment door swings open, and I find Violet standing there in her pajamas. Her eyes widen with surprise, then quickly fill with concern.
"Lucy? Is something wrong with Hailey?" she asks, confused.
"No, no, Hailey's fine. She's sleeping over at her friend Zoe's tonight. I actually came to see you," I reply, my heart pounding in my chest.
"Okay, come in," Violet whispers, stepping aside. As I enter, I suddenly feel as nervous as a teenager on her first date.
"I'm here to invite you to dinner," I blurt out.
"To dinner?" she repeats, her eyebrows rising in amusement.
"Yes, taking advantage of Hailey's absence. Shit! Don't make this harder for me," I protest. "Get dressed. I have a reservation waiting."
"What if I had been on call? Or had a migraine? Or was just tired?"
"You're really good at ruining romantic moments, aren't you? Do you know how hard it was for me to decide to come here and surprise you? I'm not exactly the most spontaneous person in the world," I grumble, making a face.
***
"Are you going to tell me where we're going, or do I have to guess?" Violet teases as I drive.
I force a mischievous smile but decide not to answer. For a moment, I reclaim the confidence I used to have when I was just Lucy, not "Hailey Fitzgerald's mother."
"If I tell you, it wouldn't be any fun. The point is for our first official date to be a surprise," I point out, shrugging.
I don't mention the part where I had to ask several contacts for favors to get a table without a reservation at this restaurant.
How did we get here?
A few weeks ago, I was ready to strangle this woman for daring to suggest that Hailey might not make it to the Olympic team trials in time. Now, though... a million butterflies flutter in my stomach every time she looks at me. Something I don't remember ever happening with my ex-husband, not even in our best moments.
The car ride passes in a blur of pleasant chatter and comfortable silence. When I finally pull up to our destination, I hear a sharp intake of breath.
"Wow!"
"Did you know about this place?" I ask, unbuckling my seatbelt.
"I've never been, but I've heard of it," she admits just as the valet opens the door.
Once the car is taken away, her hand finds mine, and we lace our fingers together as if we've done it all our lives.
"We're splitting the bill. I'm not letting you cover the whole thing. This dinner is going to cost an arm and a leg," Violet insists as the maître d' leads us to a somewhat secluded table.
Soon, one of the waiters approaches our table. His long-sleeved white shirt hides an intricate dragon tattoo on his forearm, of which only the head is visible as he takes note of the wine we've chosen. He writes with an almost hypnotic fluidity, holding the pen with long, elegant fingers.
"Okay, confess. How long have you been planning this?" Violet asks as soon as the waiter leaves us alone.
"Would you believe me if I said I made the decision this afternoon?"
"You yourself said you're not the most spontaneous person in the world," she adds, raising her eyebrows.
"See anything you like, doctor?" I ask to change the subject.
"Something I like very much, but it's not exactly food," she whispers, causing a tingling sensation in my lower belly.
"Focus on the menu, tiger," I sigh, amused. "Want me to recommend something?"
"I'd appreciate it. I'm no expert in Thai food," Violet confesses with a smile to die for.
"I recommend Tom Yum Goong. It's a somewhat spicy soup with shrimp. Trust me, you'll like it. I'm going to have Pad Thai. I know I'm too classic, but I love it."
Soon, we fall into easy conversation, sharing anecdotes about our lives. I tell her about my love for history, how I chose to go into teaching almost by accident, but found my calling. Violet tells me a story about a mixed-up medical record and a very confused elderly patient. By the time the food arrives, we're both laughing, her hand squeezing mine across the table.
"Oh, wow, this is... this is incredible," she sighs as she tries her first spoonful of soup.
"I told you. Try this," I say, wrapping some noodles around my fork and bringing it to her mouth.
She closes her eyes and instinctively licks a few drops of sauce that escape down her lower lip. Even that simple gesture is enough to make me too nervous. Violet notices and smiles, and for a moment, I wonder if it would be too inappropriate to lunge for her mouth in such an exclusive restaurant.
"It's delicious," she purrs, licking her lower lip again to provoke me.
"Tell me something about yourself that I don't know!" I interrupt in an attempt to avoid the awkward moment.
Violet thinks for a moment, pauses as she takes a long sip of wine, and her eyes light up.
"I was in a punk rock band in college," she confesses, and I can't help but laugh.
"Come on! I don't believe you."
"Really, I played electric guitar. We even had some gigs around the area," Violet recalls with a hint of nostalgia in her eyes.
"Please tell me there are videos somewhere," I beg, trying to contain a laugh.
"I had blue hair," she admits, putting a hand to her forehead and shaking her head in amusement.
"You must have been adorable," I add, still laughing.
"You're enjoying this too much," she complains. "It's your turn. I want to see your other side—the one that hides behind the constantly worried mother."
Her words hit me much harder than I expected. I lower my gaze, immediately becoming serious.
"Hey, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to..."
"It's nothing. It's just that... I don't know; sometimes I forget that there's still a woman underneath the constantly worried mother, as you call me," I confess, trying to hold back tears.
"I'm sure there's an incredible woman there, and I'm dying to get to know her," she whispers, reaching out to squeeze my hand.
Luckily, the waiter appears with our dessert before I start crying and places a plate of Khao Niaow Ma Muang on the table for us to share.
"You still trust me, right?"
"Better tell me what it is before I try it," Violet jokes.
"It's a traditional dessert, sticky rice with fresh mango slices," I explain.
Violet brings the spoon to my lips without letting me finish speaking, and time seems to stand still. She looks at me with a mixture of sweetness and mischief that makes my heart go crazy.
As I open my mouth, I feel a tingle of anticipation, and when the spoon touches my tongue, its sweet and sour flavors balance with the coconut milk, creating an explosion in my taste buds.
A warmth spreads throughout my body, and when I meet her gaze, I have to close my legs to silence a tingling impossible to ignore.
She cleans my lower lip with her thumb, looks at me with undeniable desire, and suddenly, I need to ask the waiter for the check as soon as possible.
"So, if this is our first official date..." she interrupts as we pay. "Does that mean I get my first official goodnight kiss?" Violet adds with a playful wink.
"Actually, I was thinking you could spend the night at my place," I sigh, my heart racing.



CHAPTER 9
Lucy
Violet's warm breath tickles my skin as she nuzzles into the curve of my neck. I slip my hand under her blouse, caressing her back, and she lets out a soft giggle that sends shivers down my spine.
"Did you drink too much wine at dinner?" I tease, planting a kiss on her forehead.
"I think we both had too much wine," she admits, turning her head to kiss me.
I can't help but smile against her lips. The way her seriousness melts away, replaced by a playful desire, is utterly captivating.
My thumb traces her cheekbone, and she instinctively bites her lower lip at my touch. She stretches against my body, her lips finding my neck, peppering it with kisses and the occasional nip that makes me shudder.
"You're not drunk, are you? I mean, you know what you're doing?" I ask, wanting to make sure I can proceed.
"Shut up, dumbass!" is the only response I get as Violet rises and straddles my legs.
I place my hands on her waist, pulling her closer. The moment our chests brush against each other, an involuntary moan escapes me, giving me away.
"Is that so?" she teases.
I just smile and narrow my eyes. Our lips meet, and this time, it's a passionate, urgent kiss. Violet bites my lower lip, and in that instant, I know I'm lost. My tongue traces the contour of her mouth, seeking hers, losing myself in a kiss full of desire, with a slight aftertaste of the wine we've been drinking.
The moment we part, Violet tangles her fingers in my hair. She gently bites my chin while grinding against my body, letting out soft moans that are driving me crazy. It's as if the sexual tension that's been building between us over the past few days is about to explode suddenly.
"Let's go to my bedroom," I propose between pants.
Violet nods and rises slowly, positioning herself behind me as soon as we reach the hallway, pushing me against the wall to continue kissing me. She presses her body against mine, rubbing her sex against my buttocks. Her right hand slips under my blouse in search of my nipples, and my legs seem to have turned to jelly.
"I don't know if we'll make it to your bed," she pants next to my ear before biting my earlobe.
When we finally reach the bedroom, Violet pushes me onto the mattress and falls on top of me, her gaze full of desire. She rubs her thigh against my sex, biting one of my nipples through the fabric of my blouse.
"Wait a sec," I beg, trying to sit up to remove my clothes.
Violet smiles, and we both clumsily and hurriedly undress.
"Fuck, you're beautiful," I sigh as I observe her naked body.
I pull her arm so she positions herself on top of me, and the heat of her skin against mine drives me wild. I dig my nails into her buttocks, pulling her closer, seeking contact between my sex and any part of her body that can give me pleasure.
I cover her neck with kisses, slip my right hand between our bodies in search of her sex, and when I feel her wet and open for me, I can't help but let out a moan. It's the most exciting thing I've ever felt.
"Very different from your ex-husband, I suppose," she jokes when she notices.
"Very different," I admit.
Soon, her tongue hardens my nipples, she bites my areola between her lips, making me tremble with each caress or kiss. I melt into moans as I feel her mouth begin to descend dangerously down my body. I shiver as I feel her tongue on my pubis, worshipping every inch of the soft skin, and I cry out with the first kiss on my clit.
"Shhh, we're just getting started," Violet whispers before spreading my lips with her thumbs and blowing on my sex.
I'm not even sure of my response. I close my eyes and throw my head back, pressing it into the mattress as I entwine my fingers in her hair, letting myself be carried away by the pleasure of her tongue as it slides between my legs.
"Do you want me to take my time, or do you need something quick?" she asks before slowly licking me up to my clitoris.
"Whatever you want, you can do anything you want with me," I sigh, not even sure of what I desire.
Violet smiles, slides her tongue slowly, applying more pressure as she reaches the entrance of my pussy. She circles my clit, presses it, bites it with exquisite softness between her lips, and I'm sure my moans can be heard throughout the building.
Every fiber of my being begs for more. I arch my back, tense up, beg her not to stop. My whole body writhes, lost in a world of pure pleasure.
I don't know how long she spends kissing and licking my sex, much longer than my ex-husband ever did, that's for sure. But the moment her thumb starts making circles on my clit, I'm already so sensitive that it transports me straight to paradise.
She looks up and bites her lower lip, sliding upwards, continuing to caress me until she reaches my mouth. I can't help but moan as I taste my sex on her lips, and when she inserts two of her fingers inside me, the pleasure is so intense that my whole body arches in a long sigh.
I scream, I moan, I scratch her back while moving my hips in search of more contact. Violet curves her fingers upwards, as if she knows the exact spot she should press. With a long moan, I surrender to a wonderfully sweet orgasm, holding her hand to keep it inside me.
"Already?" she asks, surprised.
"You don't know how much I needed that," I admit as I try to catch my breath.
Violet smiles and covers me with kisses, caressing my cheeks with the back of her hand with a tenderness that melts me, although soon, she herself seems unable to hold back any longer.
She opens my legs, placing one of them over her thigh until I feel the wetness of her sex against mine. I'm surprised by the wave of pleasure, but I barely have time to process it. We rub against each other urgently, her moans asking for more, driving each of my movements, seeking a delicious and wet friction unknown to me until this moment.
And the world disappears. There are only our moans, the slapping of my skin against hers, our ragged breathing, the infinite excitement of our sexes sliding against each other. Each of our nerve endings tenses with pleasure until we reach orgasm almost at the same time.
"Fuck!" I sigh when I manage to catch my breath. "That was..."
"Very intense," Violet admits, letting herself fall next to me.
"I can't believe what I've been missing," I confess, kissing the tip of her nose.
Then she curls up against my chest, I cover our bodies with the sheet, and I smile as I hear a brief snore escape her throat. I know this is just the beginning; one night of sex doesn't guarantee the relationship will work. I imagine it won't be easy for her to deal with a sixteen-year-old girl with all the intensity that comes with adolescence.
But for now, in this moment, everything feels perfect.
***
I lean in close, my lips brushing Violet's forehead as I whisper, "Wake up, sleepyhead." My fingers trace the soft curve of her cheek, feeling the warmth of her skin against mine.
Violet stretches languidly, her voice husky with sleep. "Remind me again why you are waking me up early on my day off?" Her eyes flutter open, fixing me with a curious gaze. "And why are you looking at me like that?"
Heat rises to my cheeks as I confess, my voice dropping to a low murmur, "I want a repeat of last night."
"Seriously?" Violet groans, burying her face in the pillow. "Can't it wait half an hour? Did you really have to wake me up?"
"It was incredible," I breathe, the memory sending a shiver down my spine.
Violet props herself up on one elbow, her brow furrowing. "Hold on. Was that really your first time with a woman?" The question hangs in the air, echoing our dinner conversation from the night before.
A flicker of uncertainty crosses my face. "Do you regret it?"
"Not at all," Violet sighs, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "It was... very, very good."
I shrug, rolling my eyes at the ceiling. "I married my ex-husband straight out of college. The closest I'd come to being with a woman was drunkenly groping my friend's boob at a party."
"And in the years since your divorce?" Violet asks, then quickly backtracks. "Sorry, I don't mean to pry into your personal life."
"Nothing," I admit, the words spilling out before I can stop them. "A couple of quick dates with men in the early years, but then all my energy went into Hailey. Between practice, competitions, and travel... There was never time for much else. God, I know my life sounds pathetic."
Violet's smile softens, and she pauses, choosing her words carefully. "It's beautiful, in a way. You put your daughter before your own happiness. But if I can be honest, it must be terrifying now that she's growing up."
"It is," I confess with a long exhale. "You have no idea how scared I am. When she was little, it was so much easier. I could convince myself that Hailey needed me full-time. Now that she's growing up... I don't know. Every time she sleeps over at a friend's house, I feel empty, like I don't know what to do with myself. Everything has revolved around her and her gymnastics competitions. If that ends, I..."
"You have me," Violet interjects, leaning in to kiss me softly.
I nod slowly, a realization dawning. "Now that I think about it, maybe I've always been attracted to women, or at least curious. Never to the extent I feel with you, but it's possible. I was just so focused on my daughter that I dismissed it."
Violet's eyes sparkle with warmth. "You have so much life ahead of you, Lucy. Whether it's with me or not. You need to start focusing on yourself. Find what you want, and give your days meaning. I know breaking that routine won't be easy, but you can do it. You deserve to be happy, to be you, and not just an extension of Hailey."
"Yeah, but it's so much easier said than done," I grumble, lowering my gaze.
"I'm here for you," Violet says, her voice filled with tenderness. "I hope you'll let me be the person who helps give your life meaning. I know we're just starting out, but I want to fill your days with excitement, to give you a reason to wake up that goes beyond taking Hailey to practice or preparing a history lesson."
I laugh, blinking back tears. "Thanks, you're going to make me cry, and here I thought I was waking you up for a repeat performance." My voice softens. "Though I have to admit, having someone to talk about these things with while they cuddle you isn't half bad."
"No, it's not," Violet purrs before pulling me in for another kiss.
We end up spending the entire morning in bed, lost in one of the best conversations I can remember. Showering each other with affection, we talk about everything and nothing. We laugh at silly jokes while I count the freckles around her nipple, and Violet teases me about the collection of sex toys hidden in my closet. Until...
"Shit!" I bolt upright, my hands flying to my head. "I was supposed to pick up Hailey four hours ago! She's going to kill me, dammit!" I leap out of bed, frantically searching for something to wear.



CHAPTER 10
Violet
The door to my office swings open, and Hailey bursts in like a hurricane. Her ponytail is a mess, and her brow is furrowed deep enough to plant crops. I can almost taste the tension rolling off her in waves.
"Rough day at school?" I ask, trying to keep my voice light and breezy.
Hailey's eyes narrow, her lips curling into a sneer. "Are we already at that point where you ask about my studies? You and my mom are moving fast, aren't you? Or are you just trying to get on my good side?"
I bite back a sigh, my eyes rolling skyward for a brief moment. Before I can respond, Hailey's already firing her next shot.
"Aren't you going to ask why I came alone?"
"Your mom told me you'd be coming solo. I know she's tied up with work stuff."
"I bet she also told you we fought yesterday, right? Because of you," Hailey spits out the last three words like they're poison.
I force myself to take a deep breath, willing my voice to remain calm. "I don't think it was because of me, Hailey, but we can talk about it after I check your ankle if you want."
I plaster on a smile as she plops onto the exam table. Carefully, I remove her sock, my fingers working with practiced precision.
"Get used to disappointment if you're going to date my mom," Hailey mutters. "It's kind of her thing... disappointing people close to her."
I choose not to take the bait. Lucy warned me about their explosive argument last night, where Hailey apparently blamed me for all their problems. Sixteen is a hell of an age — everything's intense, earth-shattering. Throw in the pressure of being an athlete with Olympic dreams, and you've got a powder keg ready to blow.
"Does this hurt?" I ask, gently rotating her foot.
Hailey's next words hit me like a sucker punch to the gut. "So... how long have you been fucking my mom?" My breath catches in my throat as she continues, "Because I don't buy that it's only been two days. Have you been doing it since you started treating me?"
I stare at her, my hands frozen on her ankle. Her chest heaves with each angry breath. The question hangs in the air like a guillotine blade.
"Excuse me?"
"Jesus, it's not a hard question. How long have you been fucking my mom? Simple as that."
I swallow hard, forcing my voice to remain steady. "That's not really your business, Hailey. If you need to know, you should ask her, not me."
"Oh, come on!" she interrupts, her voice rising.
"Hailey, you're crossing a line here," I say, heat creeping into my own tone. "I get that you're frustrated about not being able to train. But this isn't my fault, and it's not an appropriate way to talk to your doctor. Or anyone, for that matter."
"Cut the crap, Violet," Hailey snaps. "We both know you stopped being just 'my doctor' a while ago. You're something else now, aren't you? I want to know what."
I meet her glare with one of my own. "Do you really want to have this conversation?"
"Yeah, I do. I want to know where we stand. Are you just the woman screwing my mom while she's vulnerable, or are you trying to replace my dad?"
"Neither," I reply, my voice clipped.
"Pretty unethical, isn't it?"
"What's unethical, Hailey? May I remind you, I tried to transfer your case to Dr. Ramirez, and you begged me not to."
"I guess it was easier to get rid of me so you could play happy families," she mutters.
"I wasn't trying to get rid of you."
I take a deep breath, squeezing her knee gently. I know she's just trying to get a rise out of me, and damn it, it's working. But I need to be the adult here, not take it personally.
"I care about you, Hailey. I always have, and now it's not just as a patient, but as something more," I explain, forcing a smile that probably looks more like a grimace.
"Right, the best way to screw a single mom is to pretend you care about her kid. That's pretty cliché, doc, but I see it's working wonders for you."
I take another steadying breath. "Why don't we focus on your ankle for now? Then, if you want, we can grab a drink and talk this out calmly."
"You know what? I'm out of here," Hailey growls, sliding off the table. "You keep playing house with my mom. My teammate knows this Korean masseuse who fixed a sprain in two weeks. No need for all your fancy X-rays and MRIs."
She storms out of my office as fast as her crutches will carry her, leaving me staring at her discarded sock on the floor. For a moment, I'm too stunned to move. Then reality hits me like a bucket of ice water. She's sixteen, desperate to compete again. She might do something stupid that could jeopardize her long-term health. I can't let that happen — not as her doctor or a decent human being.
I curse under my breath and sprint after her. A group of nurses gawk at me, but I don't have time for explanations right now.
"Step on it, Anderson! The girl on crutches is getting away!" Arya calls out, probably heading to the OR.
I catch up to Hailey at the elevator just as the doors close. I thrust my arm in, forcing them open again. We're not alone, and Hailey's glare could melt steel.
"Leave me the hell alone!" she snarls. The other nurses exchange bewildered glances.
I lower my voice to a barely audible whisper. "You have a physical therapy session, and I'm not letting you skip it just because you're mad at me."
"I don't need your permission to skip it."
"Only your mom or I, as your doctor, can give you that permission. And your mom's not here right now. I know you're upset with me, but I'm worried you'll do something stupid that could mess up your recovery," I explain, trying to keep my cool.
"You mean like getting better faster with a Korean masseuse who can heal me way quicker than you?" she retorts. Now, the nurses are definitely alarmed.
Thankfully, the elevator stops, and Hailey bolts as soon as the doors open. I wasn't exactly thrilled about having this conversation with an audience.
"Hailey," I sigh, jogging to keep up with her.
"You don't get it, do you?" she says, her voice cracking. "Every day that passes is another day further from my shot at the Olympics. I can't afford to play it safe anymore. There's no time left. I can't take it, Violet. I watch my teammates practice while I'm stuck doing nothing. Everyone's lives are moving forward, and I'm trapped in limbo, not going anywhere. It's like the world's left me behind. My friends at school are doing their own thing, my mom has you now, my dad has a whole new family I've never even met, and me... I'm just here. Broken."
My heart aches for her. "You're not broken. You're healing. Your muscles aren't losing strength — we've designed exercises to make sure that when your ankle's ready, your whole body will be too. With all the training hours you've put in, you'll bounce back to peak form in no time. Muscle memory is real, Hailey. You've got this," I assure her, wishing I felt as confident as I sound.
"How can you be sure?" she asks, wiping tears away with her palm.
"Because I've seen hundreds of athletes come back from injuries. And you've got more determination than most."
Hailey stops, biting her lower lip, then throws her arms around me in a fierce hug. It's like she's been craving this embrace; her body relaxes as she buries her face in my neck to cry. In this moment, she's not an Olympic hopeful, but a scared kid who needs comfort.
"If I can't do it... It's not just about me. It's my coaches, my mom, and everyone who's invested time and effort in me. If I fail..."
"It'll just be bad luck," I sigh, pressing a kiss to her temple.
"Try telling that to my mom," she scoffs.
And there it is again. Lucy, the constant presence in her athletic career since she was a little girl.
"Your mom loves you, Hailey. She wants what's best for you."
"What's best for me or for her? Sometimes I'm not sure who's actually competing, her or me," she mutters, and my heart breaks because I know this is something I need to address with Lucy sooner rather than later.
"What's best for you," I assure her. "About what you asked me in my office... I'm not trying to replace anyone or take advantage of anyone."
"I'm not sure how I feel about all this. My mom's happier since she met you. That much is obvious. She'd been pretty down for a while, like her life had no direction. But dealing with one mom is hard enough, let alone two," she jokes weakly.
"Well, that's... that's something we'll figure out as we go along."  
"Can I ask you something?"
"Sure."
"Are you going to move in with us?" Hailey asks, pulling back slightly to look me in the eye.
The question catches me off guard, and I need a moment to gather my thoughts.
"I don't think so. For now, your mom and I are just getting to know each other. We're not exactly kids anymore, so that process can vary a lot. It might go fast or slow. Or maybe not happen at all."
Hailey nods slowly, seeming both relieved and a bit confused.
"But... you like her, right? I mean, it's not just something casual or whatever... or just sex. My mom seems pretty into you, and I don't want her to get hurt," she confesses, and I can't help but smile.
"It's not casual, and it's not just sex. I like your mom. I'm really happy with her, and if I didn't think we could have something serious, I wouldn't be pursuing it. And, well, I'm pretty into her too," I admit, shrugging.
"You don't owe me any explanations."
"I know, but you're not a little kid anymore. You deserve to know what's going on," I explain.
"I want my mom to be happy," she sighs. "If you can make that happen, I'm all for it. I can't wait to see my dad's face when I tell him mom's with a woman. Now, I think I will be late for my physical therapy session," she adds.
"So you're not going to the Korean masseuse?"
"I'll give you a little more trust," she whispers, shrugging.



CHAPTER 11
Lucy
I watch Hailey approach the uneven bars, my heart pounding against my ribcage. The memory of her fall flashes through my mind — her face contorted in panic, other gymnasts swarming around her. I fight the urge to rush to her side and wrap her in my arms like I did when she was little and struggling with a routine.
"I can't watch," I whisper, turning away in fear.
Violet's hand finds mine, her touch warm and reassuring. "If she senses your nervousness, it'll transfer to her. Lucy, she can do this. It's just a basic practice session, and her ankle's almost fully healed."
I'm grateful Violet insisted on coming to Hailey's first practice after the injury. Her presence calms me, if only for a moment. But as Hailey nears the bars, my heart somersaults.
"She's got this, relax," Violet murmurs, squeezing my shoulder. Her confidence is as essential to me as the air I breathe.
Hailey approaches the chalk bucket, following her usual ritual. She takes a deep breath, closes her eyes, coats her hands generously with magnesium, and positions herself before the apparatus.
Another breath, a slow exhale, and she launches herself at the lower bar. For a moment, everything seems fine. She swings smoothly, executing movements she's practiced hundreds of times. Her body traces an elegant arc through the air as she attacks the upper bar. Then I see a hesitation, a slight stiffness in her movements that wasn't there before. She finishes the routine with a simple dismount to avoid straining her joints and bites her lower lip, avoiding her coach's gaze.
"Shit," I mutter under my breath.
Violet frowns. "I didn't notice anything."
"It was bad. Very rigid, and the transitions were a disaster. Is that normal? Wasn't she supposed to be almost healed?"
"She needs to regain strength and confidence. It's her first practice session," Violet reminds me, her voice low and soothing. "It'll take some time, but she'll get there. You'll see."
Hailey repeats the routine, encountering the same problem. The exercise is solid, maybe good enough for a regional level, but it lacks her usual sparkle. She turns to her coach, and even from the stands, I can see the frustration in her eyes.
"That was a piece of shit, dammit," she complains, slumping onto a gym bench and burying her face in her hands.
"It's your first day back," Melissa reminds her, placing both hands on Hailey's shoulders. "You can't expect everything to be perfect after an injury."
Hailey shakes her head, stands up, and heads back to the chalk bucket for a third attempt on the uneven bars.
"She should stop. She looks exhausted," I protest, unsure if I can handle more pressure.
Violet fixes me with a severe gaze and shakes her head. "Hailey needs to overcome this mental block. If we coddle her now, it'll only make things worse. Besides, her ankle isn't even a factor in this apparatus until she dismounts onto the mat. It's not a physical problem, but a mental one, and that's natural," she assures me, raising her eyebrows and taking my hand in hers to encourage me.
My daughter approaches the asymmetric bars again, and her routine is more fluid this time. She transitions from one bar to the other, recalling some of her old magic. Still, I can see the tension in her body, the effort required for each movement. As she prepares for the dismount, I hold my breath. She releases the bar, rotates in the air, and my heart stops. I'm sure she's going to fall, but she sticks the landing on the mat without showing any signs of pain.
Before I realize what I'm doing, I turn and kiss Violet. It's a small victory, but I celebrate it as if Hailey had already secured a spot in the Olympics.
When we part, I look back at the gym and see Hailey staring intently at us.
"Great job, honey," I murmur, even though she can't hear me, raising both thumbs in her direction.
But my daughter simply turns away.
She performs a few more routines, each slightly better than the last, though still imperfect. When Melissa indicates that's all for today and Hailey shows no signs of pain, my heart feels like it's going to burst out of my chest.
"You did amazing, Hailey," I shout from the stands. "I'm so proud of you."
"Go to hell, Mom," is the response I get. "It was horrible, and you know it."
"It's going to take time, but you're on the right track," Violet assures her.
"Time is exactly what I don't have," Hailey spits, clicking her tongue and spinning on her heels as she heads to the showers.
***
"It went well, right, Zoe?" I comment when my daughter and her best friend emerge from the locker room, their hair still damp.
Zoe doesn't help much, simply shrugging her shoulders.
"Is Violet going to come to all my practices now?" Hailey asks abruptly.
"She's just trying to help," I sigh.
"You call making out while I practice helping? Because it seems more like you're using me as an excuse. You're a bit old to be kissing in the stands. For that, you might as well stay home during my practices and have plenty of time to screw."
Even Zoe looks scared, as if she can't believe what Hailey just said. But both Violet and I are stunned.
"You know that's not how it is," I protest, lowering my voice.
"Isn't it? I'm losing everything I've worked for over the years, and you two are in the stands... you're..."
She interrupts herself, choking back a tiny sob. I try to hug her, but she places an open hand on my chest to keep me from getting closer, and my heart breaks.
"Hailey," Violet whispers. "I promise you're our top priority. It hurts me that you think we don't care about your recovery."
"Yeah, right. You're really getting into this mom role way too soon," Hailey protests, signaling Zoe to move away from us. "By the way, I'm not sleeping at home tonight. I guess that works out great for you, right?" is the last thing I hear.



CHAPTER 12
Violet
The kitchen swirls with the intoxicating scent of lemon and garlic as Lucy's hands dance over the cutting board, her knife slicing through basil with surgical precision. I lean against the counter, sipping my red wine, mesmerized by her fluid movements.
"Wow! For someone who claims to be a disaster in the kitchen, that looks pretty impressive," I say, my eyes lingering on her nimble fingers.
Lucy's lips curl into a playful smirk. "Don't get too excited. It's literally the only dish I can cook without burning the house down." She leans in, her lips brushing mine in a feather-light kiss that sets my heart racing.
"Still worried about Hailey's reaction?" I ask, noting the slight furrow in her brow.
Lucy's knife pauses mid-chop. "Yeah, a lot," she confesses with a sigh. "I get that she's at a difficult age, and the injury complicates everything, but it's starting to overwhelm me."
I set my wine glass down and gently rub her back. "It's good that she's spending time with friends, especially now," I assure her. "Support groups are essential for any athlete. They pull you through when things go sideways."
Lucy freezes, her eyes widening. "You don't think she should be home with her mother?"
"Hailey's with a friend who understands exactly what she's going through because she also had a long injury. She needs to vent."
"They're probably saying we're a couple of witches," Lucy says, her tone dripping with sarcasm.
I can't help but chuckle. "Isn't that what being a teenager is all about? Parents are to blame for everything. In this case, the mother and her girlfriend."
"It sounds strange, that word... girlfriend," Lucy whispers, her cheeks flushing.
"You'll have to get used to it," I tease, pulling her closer.
Lucy turns to face me, her eyes softening. "I wish I could do more for Hailey," she murmurs before kissing my lips tenderly.
"You do plenty," I reassure her. "But your daughter needs space too."
Lucy arches an eyebrow. "Lots of experience dealing with teenagers?"
"Lots of experience dealing with helicopter moms," I quip, earning a playful punch to my shoulder.
***
"This smells amazing," I admit as we sit down at the table.
The spaghetti Lucy prepared is smothered in a creamy sauce. The first bite explodes with flavor — garlic, a hint of heat from black pepper, and the rich taste of cheese.
"Are you aware that if this works out, you'll become the mother of a teenage daughter?" Lucy asks, her eyes twinkling with mischief.
"All too aware," I confess, my fork hovering midair.
"Does it scare you?"
I take a deep breath. "If I'm being honest, yes. It terrifies me. My role is more supportive, but yeah, I guess it's going to be quite a challenge."
Lucy takes a large swig of wine. "Look at it this way, she's got less than two years until she goes off to college, and then it'll be just you and me," she teases.
"Anyone would think you want to get rid of her," I reply, raising an eyebrow.
"No, but it's strange. You know? When she's not home, it's like something's missing. Now that you're here, it's different, but if I'm alone, the whole house feels empty, lifeless. It overwhelms me. But when she comes back, sometimes if she wasn't my daughter, I'd throw her out the window," Lucy says, dramatically pressing her hand to her forehead.
"I suppose that's natural, although I have zero experience," I admit, placing my palm on the table for Lucy to hold.
She squeezes it gently, her thumb caressing my skin. Soon, she rests her head on my neck, letting me pamper her.
"This is nice," she whispers as I kiss her temple.
"Nice? Is that the best you can come up with? Doesn't seem very intense to me," I tease, furrowing my brow and pretending to be upset.
"Okay, okay, I admit it. It's... I don't know... fucking romantic? Perfect? Wonderful?"
"Hmm, I'll take perfect," I joke, losing ourselves in a long kiss and forgetting about the spaghetti, which is already starting to get cold on the table.
"I never thought I'd feel this way again," Lucy sighs when we part. "After my divorce, I thought love was over for me, and now..."
"And now?"
"Damn, now I want it all, Violet. I don't want to give up anything. A partner, a family, a life with you."
Another kiss, a warm hand making its way under my blouse, mine trying to hurriedly unbutton her pants. We move urgently towards her bedroom and fall onto the mattress. I hear her moan as her nipples harden between my fingers while she searches for my sex.
Lucy's body is incredibly responsive. Each kiss, each caress, makes her shiver. She lets out delicious, soft moans when I slide my fingertips through her wetness. She closes her eyes, bites her lower lip, and gasps as she feels me enter her.
She grips the pillow, moving her hips to meet my fingers, moaning every time the palm of my hand grazes her clit. Soon, she begins to tense up, releasing one hand to caress her nipples, pinching them between her fingers as her legs tremble before letting herself go in an intense orgasm and becoming completely relaxed.
"That was..."
"If you say nice, I'll kill you," I joke, and we both burst into laughter.
"Turn around," Lucy suggests, whispering softly next to my ear.
I feel the touch of the sheets against my naked skin as I lie face down on the bed. Lucy positions herself on top of me, covering me with her body, and the heat of her skin makes me shiver.
She covers my neck with small kisses before giving me a light bite on the nape that gives me goosebumps. Her warm breath on my skin makes me tremble with desire as she rubs her nipples on my back, creating a delicious friction that soon has us both moaning.
Lucy moves slowly downward, caressing my buttocks almost with devotion, filling them with small kisses or gentle bites that make me sigh. Then, she slips a hand between my legs, and the tip of her fingers slides over my wet sex, creating an almost magical sensation.
She simply slides them, slowly, from the perineum to my clit, denying me the pleasure of having them inside, driving me crazy with desire. Making me beg.
When I finally feel her fingers inside me, I let out a long moan. Lucy kisses my buttocks as she penetrates me, rubs her hard nipples on my legs, and increases the rhythm until my whole body shakes with pleasure.
"Fuck," I sigh.
"Did you like it?" she asks, rubbing her sex on my calf and leaving a trail of wetness on it.
"Do I need to answer?" I tease.
Lucy lies down beside me on the bed, resting on her forearm before leaning in to kiss my forehead with sublime delicacy.
"I think I could get used to this," she purrs.
"Good thing, because I'm becoming addicted," I admit with a wink.
Lucy gives me a wonderful smile, and suddenly, her face turns serious.
"Is something wrong?"
"I wanted to ask you something. It may be a bit rushed, but I'd like to know. In case this works out..."
"It will," I interrupt.
"Well, if it does... would you like... would you like to have a baby?" she asks nervously.
"Me?"
"Well, I'd prefer to be the biological mother. I'd like to go through that experience again now that Hailey is older, and it would be incredible to experience it with you," Lucy confesses, her eyes misting over.
"That would be beautiful. To be honest, I had given up hope that it would happen, and with you... It would be really nice," I admit.
Lucy raises her eyes to the ceiling and draws a wonderful smile on her lips. But just as she's about to speak...
"Mom! I'm sorry I acted like a dumbass at practice," Hailey yells.
"Don't come in!" we shout in unison, instinctively covering ourselves with the sheet.
"Fuck, mom... What the hell...?" Hailey protests before locking herself in her room with a loud slam.
"Shit," Lucy mutters between her teeth, clumsily putting on a T-shirt before going out into the hallway.
From the door, she looks at me nervously, as if she were waiting for me to give her instructions to handle a situation that is extremely awkward for me.
"I thought she'd spend the whole night with Zoe," she whispers.
"Let's try to stay calm. Don't panic," I reply, getting dressed too to be by her side.



CHAPTER 13
Lucy  
The silence in the house is deafening, broken only by the muffled sobs coming from behind Hailey's bedroom door. I freeze in front of it, my hand hovering over the doorknob, paralyzed by indecision. The air feels thick with tension, and I can almost taste the bitterness of the situation on my tongue.
"Hailey, can we talk about this for a moment?" I ask, my voice trembling with fear.
But there's no response. Just more silence.
I turn to Violet, who's standing a few steps away, her face etched with guilt as she lets out a heavy sigh. The scent of her perfume lingers in the air, a bittersweet reminder of our earlier intimacy.
"Hailey?" I try again, my heart pounding in my chest.
"Go to hell, Mom!" my daughter shrieks, her voice cracking with emotion. "Leave me alone! That's all I'm asking, just leave me the hell alone. You keep screwing Dr. Anderson like I'm not even here. I'll just put on my headphones so I don't have to hear you two."
I cover my mouth with my right hand, tears escaping despite my best efforts to hold them back. Violet approaches me, wrapping her arms around me gently. I can't do anything but rest my head on her neck and continue crying, inhaling her comforting scent.
"Give her space," Violet whispers before kissing my temple, her lips soft and warm against my skin.
I nod slowly, clinging to her body in a desperate attempt to forget what I'm feeling. The heat of her body against mine is both a comfort and a reminder of what started this mess.
"I thought she wasn't coming home until tomorrow," I admit with a sigh.
"These things happen. It's not pleasant, but I don't think we should overthink it. The problem is that she came to talk to you and found a very different situation than she expected. She'll get over it, you'll see. It's best if I leave and you talk to her when she wakes up. It's better if she gets used to it little by little," Violet adds, pulling back slightly to rest her forehead against mine.
"Don't go. It's too late for her to find out little by little, don't you think?" I stop her, grabbing her wrist. "Besides, I... well, I'd like you to spend the night here. I guess I need your support right now."
"Are you sure? I don't want to make things worse."
"Are you sure you want to get serious about this?" I ask, my heart racing.
"Yes," Violet responds without hesitation, her eyes locked on mine.
"Well, dealing with a teenage daughter is part of the deal," I remind her, shrugging and raising my eyebrows. "Stay, please."
Violet agrees and follows me to the living room, where we collapse on the couch. The wall clock seems to tick with unnatural intensity tonight, each second echoing in the tense silence.
"Should we open a bottle of wine?" I suggest, desperate for something to calm my nerves.
"I think I could use something stronger, if you have it," Violet confesses, running her hands through her hair.
"Whiskey?"
"With one ice cube, please."
"This has been a mess," I admit, sitting next to her and handing her the glass of whiskey.
***
Morning wakes me up lying on the living room couch. Violet is already up, and I hear the sound of the coffee maker in the kitchen.
"I thought you could use one of these," she says, handing me a cup of freshly brewed coffee.
"I think I might need another glass of whiskey like last night. Now comes the moment of truth," I mutter, accepting the cup of coffee and practically drinking it in one gulp.
"Do you want me to come with you? Would you prefer me to leave?"
"Stay, please," I request, squeezing her hand between mine. "But wish me luck," I add, leaning in to kiss her cheek.
Like the night before, I stop in front of Hailey's bedroom door. I knock a couple of times fearfully, but there's no response.
"Hailey, can we talk, please?"
Silence.
A deathly silence that makes my heart clench.
"Maybe she's asleep," Violet whispers from the other side of the hallway.
Taking a deep breath, I gently push the door open and find my daughter sitting on the bed, leaning against the headboard, hugging her knees to her chest. Her eyes are red from crying.
"Get out of my room," she growls without even looking at me.
"No way, Hailey," I sigh, slowly shaking my head. "We need to talk about this, whether you like it or not. It's important."
"Why can't you just let me live in peace, Mom? Go with your doctor and leave me alone."
"Does it bother you so much that I have feelings for Violet?"
"Go to hell," is the only response I receive.
"Are you going to act like a five-year-old?"
"And are you going to act like a teenager with raging hormones? I don't care that you have feelings for her. I don't even care that she's a woman, get it through your thick skull once and for all. What bothers me is that you barely know her and suddenly I've stopped existing for you. I've become a nuisance. You only have eyes for that doctor, and I don't matter anymore."
"That's not true," I assure her, sitting on the bed next to her.
"Admit it, Mom. You're supposed to be supporting me, I have so much at stake with this injury. Instead, you spend all day with that woman, who's also supposed to be helping me. So... you see... I'm doubly screwed. In one fell swoop, I'm left without a mother and without a doctor," she spits out, clicking her tongue before looking away from me.
"You haven't lost either of us. On the contrary, we're still here for you. I'm your mother, and Violet wants you to recover as soon as possible for that competition. Besides..."
"You only have eyes for each other, damn it," she protests. "She told me I was recovered enough to start training, and look what a crappy practice it was."
Suddenly, a noise catches our attention, and we both turn our gaze towards the door.
"Hailey, it's completely normal for the first training session after an injury not to be at the same level as before," Violet says, slowly entering the room.
"Get out, dammit!" my daughter yells, throwing a pillow that fortunately misses its target.
"Okay, okay, calm down. I just wanted to help, I'm leaving now," Violet assures, raising her hands to show she doesn't want to argue.
"You're not helping, you're just screwing everything up," Hailey barks, clenching her fists in anger. "You get out too, Mom!" she adds with another shout.
I shake my head and roll my eyes. I know that when she gets like this, there's no way to reason with her, so I choose to leave her bedroom as well and follow Violet to the living room.
"I'm sorry," I sigh, placing my hands on her waist.
"I thought it would work, but I think it's best if I transfer her case to Dr. Ramírez and step out of your lives for a while."
Hearing those words leaves me literally shaking.
"What are you saying?" I ask, my heart in my throat.
"I'm only hurting you both, Lucy," Violet explains, her eyes moist. "I love you, but Hailey is at a very difficult time in her life. She needs to get through the Olympic trials, for better or worse, but she needs to get through it. I'm just a negative distraction in her recovery."
"It's not like that," I assure her, breaking inside.
"We both know it is, Lucy. She's jealous, she feels insecure. Right now, she needs her mother more than ever, and she sees me as a threat. It won't work, not now."
"But... this isn't final, is it?" I ask fearfully, my voice barely a whisper.
"No, it's not. At least, I hope not," Violet assures me. "What I feel for you isn't going to go away in a month and a half. When the trials are over, we can reassess how things are and decide whether to move forward."
"Don't go, please," I beg, wiping away the tears rolling down my cheeks with the palm of my hand.
"I thought I could help, but I'm only making things worse," she admits, looking away and biting her lower lip in a gesture of pain.
I want to run after her, beg her to stay, but I remain rooted to the spot, paralyzed by fear, torn between my daughter and the love I'm beginning to feel for Violet.
Broken.



CHAPTER 14
Violet
The medical histories scattered across my desk seem to mock me, their pages a blur of diagnoses and treatments. I've lost track of how long I've been poring over these documents, forcing myself to focus on increasingly fuzzy text. Anything to keep my mind off Lucy... and Hailey.
"Shit," I mutter, rubbing my temple before letting out a long sigh. My shift ended hours ago, and exhaustion gnaws at me. I glance at the clock and slump back in my leather chair. Fourteen straight hours at the hospital. The lights flicker briefly as if they, too, need a break.
A soft knock on my office door startles me.
"Come in," I call, hastily trying to organize the mess on my desk.
Arya pokes her head in, her dark hair escaping from a messy ponytail.
"Jeez, you look like crap," she whispers when she sees me. "What the hell are you still doing at the hospital, dumbass?"
"Thanks, you always know how to make me feel special," I joke. "What are you doing here?"
"Aortic valve replacement that got more complicated than expected. We almost lost the patient," Arya admits, shrugging.
"Is that coffee I smell?"
"Thought you might need it," she announces, extending her arm to hand me a mug. "You planning on moving in here, or what?"
I smile at her comment and take a big sip, wincing at how hot it is.
"I'm considering it. That way, I wouldn't have to deal with..." I trail off, not wanting to finish my own thought.
"Hailey or her mother?" Arya inquires, raising an eyebrow curiously.
"I guess both," I confess with a huff.
"I thought everything was going great between you guys."
"Was, you said it. Hailey hates me and Lucy... well, let's just say our last conversation didn't end well. God, Arya, I don't know what to do. Right now, I'm more of a hindrance than a help to her," I admit, hiding my face in my hands.
"Okay... tell me!" she says, sprawling in the chair across from me and pulling a flask of some liquor from her pocket.
"Go home, will you? It's late, and Patricia will be waiting for you."
"Patricia will be asleep by now, so it doesn't matter if I'm returning a little later. Besides, we need to finish this between us," she announces, pouring a generous splash of whiskey into my coffee mug and doing the same to hers.
The mix of whiskey with the remnants of coffee is initially a bit odd, but soon we make short work of the flask's contents, and it doesn't seem like such a bad idea to pour out my troubles to her.
"It's all a real mess," I confess, running a hand through my hair. "That girl hates me. I mean, I get that she's frustrated and all that. It must be really hard to dedicate so many hours and effort to training and see the possibility of your Olympic dreams shattering in one blow. But she blames me for everything, like I'm the enemy and not her doctor."
"Or her mother's girlfriend."
"She doesn't seem to be taking that well either," I sigh.
"Fuck, you're such a dumbass. The girl feels displaced at the worst possible time. She's a teenager with all that entails. She doesn't even understand herself. Man, you should have known me at sixteen... better not give you any details. But, well, what I'm trying to say is that you've got a complicated age combined with an injury that could end her dream of going to the Olympics, and you've got a bomb. Add that her mother, who was always with men, falls in love with her doctor, and we've got chaos. The girl feels displaced," she repeats.
"I don't mean to displace her," I complain. "I just want to help."
"But she doesn't see it that way. Let's recap. Wait, you don't have any more whiskey, do you?"
I roll my eyes and shake my head. I don't know why she thought I might have whiskey in my hospital office, and I prefer not to ask why she was carrying a full flask.
"Okay, let's go step by step. You're head over heels for the helicopter mom, but her daughter hates you. And now, they both avoid you like you have the plague?"
"Lucy isn't avoiding me. We've just decided to take some time until Hailey sorts herself out," I correct. "And putting it that way sounds ridiculous."
"That's because it is ridiculous, damn it. It shows you don't have kids. Teenagers are a nightmare. You should see the silly things Liam does sometimes. Hell, even my cat Dario is going through a rebellious phase now. A nightmare," she says again.
"Your cat?"
"Yeah, the one who knows how to open doors, not the other one. He's a jerk; the idiot climbs onto the kitchen counter and knocks down everything he finds there. Or bites Patricia's toes in the morning. He doesn't dare do it to me," Arya explains.
Between the way she tells the story and the gestures she makes, Arya manages to draw out a small laugh that I desperately need.
"What the hell does your cat Dario have to do with all this, Arya?" I protest, bringing a hand to my forehead.
"Well, that you can't take it personally. The girl is scared, and although she pretends to be tough and thinks she's very grown up at sixteen, she's now in trouble and needs her mother. She's scared to death, looking for cuddles, while her mother is studying anatomy with her doctor. Of course, she hates you."
"You're not helping," I complain. "And Lucy? She's not going through adolescence."
"No, but it's possible she's pretty scared too. Think about it. That woman had her whole life structured around her daughter. But structured to the extreme; practice, trips, possible Olympics. She's been almost ten years without anyone in her life other than that girl, and suddenly, you appear and turn everything upside down. On top of that, she's had to consider whether she's always liked women and didn't allow herself to move forward or what's going on. Chaos," she adds, raising her hands and making a gesture as if her head were exploding. "She can't do anything to help her daughter with the injury, and at the same time, hormones counterattack."
"And what am I supposed to do?" I ask, planting my elbows and interlacing my fingers while I place my chin on them.
"I guess what you were doing isn't a bad option. You're not in a hurry, no offense, but you're already of a certain age..."
"Younger than you," I remind her.
"But I have the heart of a teenager," Arya jokes. "Well, summing up. Let things settle. You've done your part; mama bear knows you feel something for her and that things can work between you. For better or worse, the trials to select the Olympic gymnastics team are just over a month away. That moment will come, whether you're fluttering around or not. Offer Lucy your support in a couple of days, but don't overwhelm her," she advises before getting up and leaving the office.
***
The next morning at the hospital, the day stretches into a haze of consultations and paperwork when the phone rings.
"Dr. Anderson speaking," I answer, seeing they're calling from the nursing area.
"Good morning, Violet, it's Mei. We have a problem with one of the patients you operated on last week, Mr. Wilson from 304. Apparently, he tripped and fell on his newly operated knee. Can you come as soon as possible?" Nurse Chen requests.
I run to room 304, and the situation doesn't look good at all. I told him a million times that he should move as little as possible and always with two crutches. But this man is one of those patients who think they know everything and now we'll probably have to operate again.
I leave the room furious, ordering a series of tests to assess the extent of the injury, and suddenly, I feel my breathing becoming faster and more shallow. The nursing station seems to tilt, the edges of my vision becoming blurry. I stumble, knocking over a pile of medical records on one of the tables I try to grab onto.
"Dr. Anderson?" Nurse Chen's voice sounds distant. "Are you okay, Violet?"
I try to respond, but the words refuse to leave my throat. My heart is beating so hard that I'm sure it can be seen through my coat. The room looms over me, and the air is thick and suffocating.
"I need... I just need a minute," I manage to say between gasps, stumbling in an attempt to reach one of the chairs, but my legs don't cooperate, and I find myself sitting on the floor, my back against the wall.
I hear Mei Chen calling for help. Footsteps approach, and then a familiar voice cuts through the chaos.
"Shit, dumbass, what's wrong with you? Don't tell me you're having a heart attack."
Arya's huge dark eyes look at me with concern. She kneels beside me while checking my pulse.
"Alright, focus on my voice, okay? We're going to breathe together, can you do that? Look at me, Violet," she insists. "Focus on my voice."
I try to focus on her, but the world around me continues to spin dizzily. My mouth feels dry, with a slight metallic taste that makes me nauseous. Every time I try to speak, only a choked sob escapes my throat.
"Breathe with me, dumbass," she repeats, cradling my face in her hands.
I watch her inhale deeply, exaggerating the movement of her chest to make it easier for me to follow the rhythm. I try to imitate her, but my breathing is still erratic.
As we struggle together, time seems to stretch. Each second feels like an eternity of terror and confusion, but, little by little, I begin to regain some control.
My vision slowly clears. The sounds stop being a difficult-to-identify amalgam. Air flows more easily into my lungs. Even my heart, though still racing, no longer threatens to run out of my chest.
Finally, I manage to fix my gaze on Arya and a smile of relief appears on her lips.
"You're back, Anderson. Don't scare me like that again," she sighs, placing her forehead on mine. "Now, let's raid the secret stash of gummy bears I keep in my office and talk about what's going on with you."



CHAPTER 15
Violet 
I stare at the blood test results, my eyes scanning the thyroid hormone levels for the hundredth time. Nothing out of the ordinary jumps out at me. The paper trembles slightly in my hands as I mutter, "An anxiety attack?"
Arya shrugs, her lab coat rustling with the movement. "The ECG doesn't show any abnormalities either. If you think about it rationally, it's much better this way, dumbass."
"I'm a surgeon," I remind her, my voice dropping to barely above a whisper. The words taste bitter on my tongue, a reminder of my perceived failure.
"We'll get you a babysitter when you enter the OR," Arya quips, her tone light but her eyes serious. "Come on, Violet. You're going through a stressful situation with the teenage monster and her mother. It can happen to anyone."
I barely hear her. My mind drifts to Lucy once again, like a compass always pointing north. It's a loop I can't escape. How am I going to tell her? Should I even tell her?
"Hey, Anderson. Everything okay in there?" Arya jokes, tapping my forehead with her fingertips. The touch jolts me back to reality. "You zoned out. I didn't accidentally insult your mother, did I?"
"Sorry, I was just thinking," I apologize.
"Yeah, well, from here, it looked more like your mind had gone on a field trip to some far-off place, but whatever."
"It's... it's complicated," I admit.
"When isn't it? Still obsessing over Lucy?"
"No..."
"No?"
"Well, yes. Damn it, I know the easiest thing is to let time pass, but I can't. My head's going to explode, Arya. I can't go on like this," I confess, the words tumbling out like a dam breaking.
"Why don't you try talking to the girl somewhere neutral?"
"With Hailey?"
"No, dumbass, with the tooth fairy. Of course, with Hailey," Arya rolls her eyes. "Try to clear things up with her. Explain your point of view. She's a smart girl, and enough time has passed for her initial anger to subside."
"I don't know if that's a good idea," I hesitate, fear and hope warring inside me.
"What's not a good idea is walking around half-depressed, like someone peed in your breakfast. What do you have to lose? If she doesn't want to see you or throws a fit, you'd be in the same spot you're in now," Arya explains, spreading her hands as if her reasoning is the most obvious thing in the world.
"I guess I could try," I sigh, the words heavy with uncertainty.
"That way, you'd also show her mother that you're doing everything possible to fix your situation. It's proof that you really care and that you don't just want her for sex."
"She doesn't think that, does she?"
"How would I know, dumbass? If you really want her, fight for her. And now, listen to me," she adds, leaning forward with a severe expression. "You're an incredible doctor, but you're also human. Having an anxiety attack doesn't make you weak or incompetent. It makes you a person."
"Thanks, Arya."
"Now, talk to that girl and explain your position; tell her your thing with her mother is serious. Convince her somehow. I could do it for you if you want, but you'd owe me dinner at a very expensive restaurant," Arya jokes, patting me on the back before leaving the office. As I throw the stress ball at her, she's already walking down the hallway, raising a hand to say goodbye.
With a long exhale, I pull out my phone and search for Hailey's contact information. My fingers tremble slightly over the screen, but maybe Arya's right, and it's time to take the bull by the horns.
Me: Hi, Hailey. It's Violet. I'd like to talk to you. Let me know if you're up for it.
It sounds a bit pathetic, but it's done.
Hailey: At the Starbucks on the corner of your hospital in an hour?
The response comes quickly, and a silly smile spreads across my lips. The first hurdle cleared.
***
I wrap my fingers around the coffee cup as if its warmth could calm my nerves. Across the table, Hailey fidgets with a napkin, her gaze darting nervously from side to side, as if being in this place is the last thing she wants in her life.
"Is the hot chocolate good?" I ask to break the ice, though judging by Hailey's expression, she probably expected a more intelligent comment from me.
"It's fine, I guess," she responds with a shrug.
Silence.
That uncomfortable silence again. Dense. This isn't working.
"Look, Hailey, I asked you to come because I might owe you an apology. You see..."
"For what?" she interrupts, raising her eyebrows.
"Maybe I should have been clearer with you about my feelings for your mother. I thought that conversation we had settled it, but possibly not."
"I'll ask you again. Are you seriously dating or just having sex?" she blurts out suddenly.
"We're seriously dating. Well, now I'm not really sure where we stand," I admit, surprised by how direct her question is.
"And where do I fit into all this?" Hailey inquires before taking a long sip of her hot chocolate.
"You're the most important thing to your mother. That's not going to change because someone else enters her life. It's something we're very clear about, and I'll never do anything to drive her away from you," I assure her.
"Well, it gives the impression that I was just a way to get to her. Or maybe the other way around. A way for my mom to get to you," she protests, clicking her tongue.
"It's not like that," I assure her with a sigh.
"Do you really love her?"
"I've already told you before that I do. It's a bit uncomfortable to discuss this with you, but yeah, what I feel for her is real, it's not just... you know..."
"Sex?"
"Hailey, this is a very uncomfortable conversation. I love that you're trying to protect your mother, but she's an adult woman," I remind her.
"I only came for one reason," she confesses suddenly. "My mom hasn't stopped crying since you left a few days ago. She tries to hide it, but it's too obvious. I don't want to see her like that."
"My parents divorced when I was thirteen, and then my mom started dating a man who came to live with us when I was fifteen. I know it's a bit scary. It breaks the balance you've created with your mother, but I know how important you are to her, and that's not going to change."
"How did it turn out?"
"Like a fairy tale, but with an evil stepmother in male version, especially on weekends when his two daughters came to the house," I add, rolling my eyes and bringing a hand to my forehead as I remember those years.
Hailey smiles for the first time since we sat down at this table, and I think it's a big step forward.
"How are your training sessions going?" I ask to change the subject.
At that moment, Hailey's eyes light up and suddenly, she starts talking much more animatedly.
"That first day of practice, I thought all was lost, but it turns out you were right. Muscle memory is important. My body knows what to do despite having stopped training, and I'm progressing very quickly," she admits with a smile full of pride.
"You've lost weight, haven't you? Are you eating well?"
"I guess it's the return to training," she explains with a somewhat shy smile. "Will you talk to my mom?"
"Do you want me to?"
"I want to see her happy," she whispers before saying goodbye to go practice.



CHAPTER 16
Lucy  
Insomnia. Again. I hate it.
Sleep eludes me again, but these past few days have worsened. I stare at the ceiling, tracing the familiar patterns of shadows cast by the streetlights as if that could somehow help. I guess it's better than checking the time every five minutes, watching the clock barely move.
My mind races, replaying the events of the last two months on an endless loop. Hailey's injury. The fear. Those agonizing weeks of recovery. That unyielding doctor I hated during the first consultations. The emotional rollercoaster. Violet's constant presence slowly making its way into my heart. The way my skin tingles with each of her caresses... Her departure.
I turn and punch my pillow in frustration. I'd give anything to shut off my brain for a while.
Hailey's sleeping over at Zoe's again. Probably complaining about what a terrible mother I am. Still, I prefer her to regain some normalcy this way. She's better off with her friend than with a mother who's becoming too bitter to be around.
Desperate, I grab my phone and scroll through, searching for a photo that might make me smile. I stop at one from eight years ago. Hailey grins proudly with her first big trophy. My ex-husband and I stand beside her, looking like idiots. It was a few months before everything went to hell, though even then, routine and our daughter's achievements were all that held us together. James didn't take long to rebuild his life. They say he's happy with his new family now. Why can't I do the same?
"Fuck this," I mutter, shoving the sheets aside. Another sleepless night.
I pad downstairs naked, not bothering to put on clothes. The house is empty, painfully lonely as I feel the cold kitchen tiles beneath my bare feet.
I make tea, my gaze drifting down the hallway. A strange pang of pain shoots through me. I can almost see a little Hailey doing cartwheels non-stop or doing handstands against the living room wall.
The kettle's whistle startles me, yanking me back to reality. I pour the boiling water into a mug and add a chamomile tea bag, hoping it'll help me sleep.
I cradle the mug in my hands, as if the heat it radiates could calm me, and scroll through photos again. I can't help but smile at new images of my daughter. It's like a time travel journey from that slightly chubby blonde girl who started gymnastics at barely five years old to the young woman she's become now. I adore her, even if sometimes I want to throw her out the window.
When did she grow up so fast?
It seems like yesterday I was chasing a pigtailed Hailey, running tirelessly through every playground or trying to hang from the first bar she saw on the street. Soon, she'll be off to college, still competing. Later, she'll find a job and move in with her partner.
And meanwhile, what about me?
An ex-gymnast who never made it big, turned history teacher. Clinging desperately to my daughter's Olympic dreams as if that could stop time. Unable to fill an empty life.
"You're getting old, Lucy," I whisper to myself.
The wall clock reads three in the morning. I should get some sleep, but I find myself looking at a photo of Violet. I took it at the Starbucks on the corner near her hospital. She has a coffee stain on her lips, and I remember wanting to clean it off with mine.
I thought it would work. I really did. Violet filled my days with life; every morning, I woke up excited to talk to her. My whole body trembled beside her. And now... I'm too scared to face my daughter and fight for her.
***
The sudden buzz of my phone makes me jump. I open my eyes and it's already daylight. The back pain reminds me I fell asleep on the living room couch like an idiot.
"Mom? I didn't wake you, did I?" Hailey asks on the other end of the line.
"No, of course not. I've been up for a while," I lie. "Everything okay at Zoe's?"
"Between practice and staying over at her place, I forgot to tell you I talked to Violet yesterday," she blurts out, and my heart skips several beats hearing it.
Silence.
"Mom? You still there?"
"You talked to Violet?" I manage to ask, my voice barely a whisper.
"Yeah, she invited me for hot chocolate at Starbucks, and we had an... interesting chat."
"Interesting?"
"Yeah, well... how do I explain this. Maybe I've been a bit selfish. I guess I should be happy for you because Dr. Anderson makes you happy and stuff."
"And stuff?"
"Don't make me go into details, Mom. You know what I mean," she protests, and I can hear Zoe laughing beside her.
"What I'm trying to say is I want you to be happy and Violet seems nice deep down. I still don't fully trust her, but I guess it could be much worse judging by the stories my friends tell and..."
"You wouldn't mind if I date Violet?"
"That's what I'm trying to say, Mom."
Now I hear both Zoe and Hailey giggling, and I'd rather not think about what they'll say about me later.
"She said she'd call you to talk, but, I don't know. If you make the first move, I think you'd score some points," she adds, and again I hear both of them laughing.
When she hangs up, I'm stunned. Can it be that simple? After all the agony I've been through these days, with all I've cried, was a conversation with my daughter all it took?
Nervous, I search for her contact on my phone and write a hasty message.
Me: Can we talk?
Shit, that came out too dry, but maybe she's working, and I don't want to interrupt her.
Violet: I have the day off, we can talk all you want. Followed by a winking eye.
Me: One moment, I'll let you know.
Almost trembling, I call my daughter, and it feels like I'm the teenager and she's the mother.
"Mom?"
"What time are you coming back?" I rush to ask.
"Have you talked to Violet?"
"Yes," I sigh.
"Tell her we're giving them the whole day," Zoe whispers beside her, laughing hard.
"Zoe says I can stay at her place another night. I'll be back tomorrow morning, be sure you're both dressed," Hailey covers, as if I hadn't heard her friend's comment.
An hour later, Violet parks her black BMW in front of my house and I'm shaking from head to toe.
"Hello, stranger," she greets with a wink and a smile to die for. "It's been a long time since we've seen each other."
"Too long," I sigh.
"I talked to Hailey and..."
"I know, and I owe you an apology."
But before I can continue speaking, Violet places her hands on my waist and pushes me against the wall, sealing my lips with a kiss that right now seems perfect.
"Does that mean we're okay?" I inquire, breathless.
"We've always been okay," she responds before kissing me again. "Well, maybe not so much the first week. I wanted to strangle you," she adds when we part.
Before I know it, my hands slip under her blouse as I rub against her thigh in a new, lingering kiss.
"Wait, wait, tiger. I remind you that last time Hailey didn't take it well at all," she sighs, pulling my shirt up and unclasping my bra.
"She said she's giving us the whole day," I hiss, pulling down her pants.
"The whole day? Did she really say that?"
"Yeah. Want to cooperate? I can't take your pants off if you keep moving," I complain.
Soon, we're naked on the living room couch, and the sound of our kisses, accompanied by the occasional soft moan, is the only sound heard. Seated, we intertwine our legs as Violet kisses my shoulders, and I run my fingers through her hair.
Straddling her, I moan as I feel her tongue on my nipples. She sucks them with exquisite delicacy, as if she knows exactly what I need at every moment.
"Lie down!" I suggest, wrapping my arms around her to position myself on top.
Violet smiles, moans as she feels my nipples caressing hers while our sexes slide over each other in a wonderful dance of wetness and desire.
"You don't know how much I wanted this," she whispers between moans.
And the truth is that I must have needed it too, because in no time, I have one of the quickest orgasms of my life.
Violet lies down next to me and covers me with kisses as I catch my breath, but I realize she can't take it anymore. The kisses become increasingly passionate; she rubs against my thigh and soon straddles my face, lowering her sex to my mouth.
For some reason I can't understand, the first time I was this close to her sex, I thought I wouldn't like it, but I admit that kissing it, feeling the wetness of her excitement on my lips, is a unique experience.
She opens it with her fingers for me to lick. I slide my tongue over her clit, gently bite her lips as Violet tenses up. She uses her free hand to caress her nipples, moaning and sighing, asking for more, until she holds me against her sex as she has an intense orgasm.
"This is nice, Hailey giving us a day to ourselves," she hisses, covering my body with hers.
"You don't know how much her friend and she laughed at our expense, but it's been worth it," I admit, kissing the tip of her nose before resting on her chest.
"Well, a whole day gives us plenty of time," Violet jokes, stroking my hair.



CHAPTER 17
Lucy 
My world grinds to a halt as I stare at the pill bottle nestled among Hailey's underwear. My hands quiver, and I'm so on edge I can almost feel the cool plastic against my skin. The scent of strawberry shampoo lingers in the air, a cruel reminder of her youth.
"Shit, fuck," I mutter, my mind reeling with the implications.
I collapse onto her bed, burying my face in my hands. My brain kicks into overdrive, piecing together a puzzle I didn't even know existed. Her sudden obsession with fat-free food. Her lack of appetite. The countless nights at Zoe's house. The slight paleness I'd chalked up to intense training.
How could I have been so blind?
The pill bottle feels like a grenade in my hand. I want to chuck it out the window, hide it back in her drawer, pretend I never saw it. But I'm her mother. I can't ignore this.
I look up, tears escaping my eyes. I pull out my phone and dial the one person I need to hear right now. I hate dragging her into this mess, but I can't face it alone. It's too terrifying.
"Lucy? What's wrong? Is Hailey's ankle okay?" Violet's voice comes through the line.
I swallow hard, trying to keep my voice steady. "I... I need you, Violet," I whisper between sobs.
"What's going on? You're scaring me."
"It's Hailey... I just found diet pills. They were hidden in her underwear drawer."
I hear a sharp intake of breath. When Violet speaks again, her tone has shifted. There's a new edge to it, a mix of doctor and something more.
"I'll be there in half an hour. If she gets home, don't say anything yet. We need to handle this carefully, and we'll do it together, okay? I won't leave you alone. Just wait for me, just wait," she repeats before hanging up.
The call ends, and I'm left alone. Sitting on my daughter's bed, shaking. The evidence of the diet pills in my hand and a storm of emotions coursing through my body.
The next thirty minutes are the longest of my life. I pace the house like a caged animal. Every so often, I wander into her room. I look at the photos, the trophies.
And I cry.
I cry for that little girl smiling at me in the pictures. For the teenager willing to do anything to get back to the top of her game... even if it means putting herself in danger.
When did my daughter's dreams turn into a nightmare?
A soft knock on the front door snaps me out of my thoughts. I rush downstairs, yanking it open to find Violet.
"Let me see those pills!" she demands without preamble.
Trembling, I hand over the bottle. My blood runs cold as I watch her expression change.
"Any idea how long she's been taking these?" Violet asks, worry etched on her face.
"I just found out now."
"Lucy, this could be serious if Hailey's been using them for a while. These pills interfere with essential nutrient absorption, which is crucial for her performance and recovery. Not to mention the stimulants could increase her heart rate and blood pressure. Hailey's putting her health at risk," she concludes.
"But... I don't get it. Why is she doing this? They could test for this stuff at the Olympic trials," I mutter, shaking my head.
"She probably gained some weight while recovering and wants to speed up the loss. I hope it's just that and not something that's been going on longer. That could be really bad."
"And risk testing positive?"
"That's what worries me most. Some athletes mask the results with other drugs. Think her coach might be behind this?" she asks, turning the pill bottle over in her hand.
"I know, but I don't think her coach knows what's going on. Just... What do I do now, Violet? How did I miss this?" I ask, massaging my temple.
"Hey, this isn't your fault. Look at me," she says, tilting my chin up to meet her eyes. "These things happen. She took the easy way out, probably felt vulnerable, and some teammate mentioned this option. Now, we need to figure out how far this goes. If she just started, it's not too bad. If she's been taking them for a while, it's more serious. And it all depends on whether she's using something else to mask the results in case of a urine test."
"But I'm her mother. I should have seen it," I insist, my eyes welling up.
"No, Lucy. These things aren't easy to spot until it's too late. Luckily, I don't think we're there yet. The important thing now is to handle this with love and understanding, but also firmness. Hailey needs to understand the consequences of what she's done. And we'll do it together," she adds, sitting beside me and wrapping an arm around my shoulders to pull me close.



CHAPTER 18
Lucy 
"Can you stop fidgeting? You're making me dizzy. Quit moving around, and for heaven's sake, stop scratching your forearm. You've already rubbed it raw," Violet protests as she watches me struggle to keep calm while we wait for Hailey.
She stands still as a statue, but the way her brow furrows and her fingers twitch at her sides tells me she's just as nervous as I am.
"It's my daughter's athletic future at stake here," I complain, my voice trembling. "Maybe even her health."
"I know," Violet whispers, placing her fingertips on my lips. The gentle touch sends a shiver down my spine. "But freaking out isn't going to help Hailey. We must approach this situation with all the calm we can muster."
"Calm? She's taking diet pills right before the Olympic trials and God knows what else. How am I supposed to stay calm?"
Violet's about to respond when we hear a key in the lock. My blood freezes as I see Hailey enter, her ponytail messy, gym bag slung over her shoulder. She smiles at us, oblivious to what's about to unfold.
"Remember: calm but firm," Violet whispers, taking my hand in hers and gently squeezing it. The warmth of her touch grounds me, if only for a moment.
"What's going on?" Hailey asks, her gaze darting between us. Her initial smile quickly morphs into suspicion. "If you've got something to say, make it quick. I'm meeting Zoe in an hour, and I want to shower and freshen up first."
"Maybe you want to grab these too?" I snap, holding up the bottle of pills.
Hailey's eyes widen. She crosses her arms over her chest and takes a deep breath before speaking.
"I don't know what that is," she mutters, but she's so tense she can't hide the truth.
"You don't? Well, I found it in your underwear drawer," I growl.
"You've been snooping through my stuff? And then you wonder why I don't trust you? Jesus, Mom, you're the worst. Why do you have to ruin my life like this?" she shrieks, hurling her gym bag against one of the living room cabinets.
"I'm just worried about your health," I interject nervously.
"Oh, so now you're worried about my health? That's a little late, isn't it? When you forced me to train five hours a day as a six-year-old, you didn't care so much. Even though I spent every minute of those five hours crying," she protests.
"I was only concerned about your dreams. This isn't fair."
"My dreams or yours, Mom? Because sometimes it seems like you enjoy my victories more than I do. Does it give you some special status among the other moms?"
"Alright, that's enough! Both of you!" Violet demands, raising her voice and positioning herself between us. "Let's calm down, okay? We're not getting anywhere like this. Hailey, I need to know how long you've been taking these pills and if you're using anything else to mask a potential urine test in the upcoming competition. Because you know these pills have a high amphetamine content, right? I don't care where you got them. Just tell me how long you've been taking them and if you're using anything else."
"Tons of girls take them," Hailey spits out, and my heart stops at her words. "Do you need me to detail the positive effects, or did you study them in med school?"
"Hailey, what you consider short-term positive effects like increased energy, reduced appetite, improved concentration, and physical performance are only temporary. They stimulate the central nervous system and are potentially dangerous."
"Do you know how much pressure we're under? Everyone's doing it. If I don't, I'm giving them an advantage. I have a lot riding on this competition," she reminds us, agitated.
"We understand, and that's why we're here. We want to help you," I interject, trying with all my might to keep calm and not burst into tears.
"Help me? Say goodbye to the Olympics? Really, Mom? You're ruining my life. You started all this, and now that I'm about to achieve it, you want to take it away," she huffs, shaking her head and kicking one of the chairs, which crashes to the floor.
"Hailey, are you taking anything else? Again, I won't ask where you got it. I just want to assess the risk to your health," Violet interrupts, looking at her intently.
"Probenecid," Hailey sighs.
"Probe... what?" I ask, trembling.
"Probenecid," Violet responds. "It's a medication that interferes with renal excretion and can reduce the concentration of certain substances in urine. In some circumstances, it could mask other drugs, although, in practice, I don't think it would be difficult to detect, and I think USA Gymnastics officials wouldn't be too happy to find a masking agent."
"Would they detect it?" my daughter asks nervously.
"Yes, Hailey, they'd almost certainly detect it, and you'd have to explain why you're taking gout medication."
"Shit," Hailey sighs, collapsing onto the sofa.
The house falls into a deathly silence. My daughter's face, already pale while talking to Violet, now turns almost ashen as her eyes fill with tears.
"I'm sorry," she sobs between gasps. "I'm so sorry. I just wanted to improve and be in top shape for that competition. It's the first time I've done it, I swear."
As she speaks, my whole world crumbles. How did we get this far? Each word hits me like a freight train; amphetamines, masking agents, possible kidney damage. This is a complete disaster.
"Lucy? Lucy, are you listening?"
"Sorry, Violet, what?" I ask, snapping back to reality.
"I'd like to run some tests on Hailey at the hospital to rule out any damage. Blood work, a kidney ultrasound, that sort of thing. Are you okay with that?" she inquires, raising her eyebrows.
"Do you think it's necessary?"
"It would make me feel better."
I simply nod, stunned, wiping away the tears rolling down my cheeks with the palm of my hand. My heart breaks seeing my daughter devastated, sprawled on the armchair, hiding her face in her hands, aware of the mistake she's made.
"In addition to the physical tests, it would be good to attend some therapy sessions. We have a psychologist at the hospital who specializes in high-performance athletes and has experience treating eating disorders."
"Eating disorders?" I cut her off. "Hailey has always eaten very well. I prepare a perfectly balanced diet for her and..."
"Mom, sometimes I make myself throw up if I think I'm overeating," she admits, not daring to look me in the eye.
"Shit," I sigh, wishing I could erase this day from my memory forever.
"Lucy, I'll take care of everything, okay?" Violet proposes. "I'll keep you informed."
Again, I simply nod slowly, not even knowing what to say. Violet sits next to Hailey, explains the tests she intends to do at the hospital and why she needs to do them. Even so, she thinks there shouldn't be any damage to her body due to the short time she's been taking the medications, but she reminds her of the dangers of engaging in such practices without medical supervision.
My daughter nods as Violet assures her that this isn't the end of her career, not by a long shot, just a small detour. A simple bump in the road. She states that they would almost certainly have caught her in a doping control and that it would have been much worse than not being at 100%.
Finally, Violet hugs her, and my daughter cries on her shoulder. And at that moment, watching Hailey pour her heart out to her, I know she's the person I want to spend the rest of my life with.



CHAPTER 19
Lucy
My heart pounds as I watch Violet emerge with the test results. The sterile hospital air feels thick, choking me with anticipation.
"Please, tell me Hailey's okay," I plead, my voice barely above a whisper.
Violet's lips curl into a soft smile as she approaches. Her perfume, a mix of lavender and vanilla, envelops me as she leans in to gently kiss my forehead. The warmth of her touch sends a shiver down my spine.
"Everything's fine, Lucy. Relax," she murmurs, her voice low and soothing. "If anything good came from this scare, it's that she'll take it seriously now. No more self-medicating, especially not to boost her athletic performance."
I exhale, feeling the tension drain from my shoulders. "Did you talk to her?"
"We had a good chat. Lots of tears along the way," Violet admits with a wink that makes my stomach flutter. "She was terrified, but I think things have never been better between us."
I can't help but roll my eyes. "Which is not saying much, given your history of arguments."
"True," Violet concedes, her expression turning serious. "But Lucy, I need you to promise me something." Her intense gaze locks with mine, making my breath catch. "From now on, Hailey's physical and mental health comes first. Take this as a wake-up call, just like she has. We'll do it together — I'll be by your side every step of the way. But as important as competing in the Olympics is, her long-term well-being matters more. Okay?"
"Yeah, of course," I sigh, feeling the weight of her words settles on my shoulders.
Violet's hand finds mine, her thumb tracing small circles on my skin. "And I want you both to see Dr. Nightman for therapy sessions. He's got tons of experience, worked with Anna Forling, the soccer player, and other elite athletes. It'll be good for Hailey... for both of you," she adds, raising an eyebrow.
***
The first therapy session is... uncomfortable, to put it mildly. Dr. Nightman, a small man with piercing eyes and a calm voice, scribbles constantly in his notebook. Sometimes, I wonder if he's just doodling, pretending to take notes.
He delves into our family dynamics, gently but persistently. I squirm in my seat when he asks about my divorce from James. The memories I've tried so hard to bury, claw their way to the surface — the shouting, the fights, Hailey's tear-stained face as she begged us to stop before locking herself in her room. She was just a kid, and so many of our arguments revolved around her training routine or the cost of maintaining her competition schedule. For a long time, she blamed herself for the divorce, even though it wasn't her fault at all.
These bitter recollections make my eyes sting with unshed tears.
"Lucy?" Dr. Nightman's voice yanks me back to the present, pulling me out of the spiral of pain I'd rather leave behind. "Where did your mind go just now?"
I blink rapidly, fighting back tears. "They're... they're memories that hurt too much."
"Divorce is never easy, especially with children involved," he explains gently. "But it's crucial to acknowledge and process those emotions, not bury them."
My gaze drifts to Hailey, who seems fascinated by a loose thread on her pants, carefully avoiding eye contact with both me and the psychologist. How much have we unintentionally hurt her? How much of that pain is she still carrying?
As the session progresses, we focus on Hailey's eating habits and the pressure she feels to succeed. We've been trying to ensure she eats well, keeping a close eye on her diet, but it's challenging. Sometimes, she unconsciously plays with her food, just like when she was little.
But the worst part comes near the end.
"Hailey, why do you do competitive gymnastics?" Dr. Nightman asks, his small eyes boring into her. "What drives you to push your body to the limit for hours each day, even beyond physical and mental pain?"
I watch my daughter fidget, shifting uncomfortably in her chair. Suddenly, silence. Thick, uncomfortable silence.
"It's not a difficult question, Hailey," Dr. Nightman prods. "What motivates you to train so many hours, subjecting your body to almost superhuman effort?"
She glances at me nervously. "I... I don't really know," she stammers.
I can't help it — I nearly jump out of my chair. "Honey, of course, you know. You love gymnastics. It's what you've always wanted to do, ever since you were a little girl who could barely do a somersault."
Dr. Nightman raises a hand to silence me, and I fall quiet, waiting for an answer that should be simple but doesn't seem to come from my daughter's lips.
"Hailey, it's okay if you're not sure or don't have a clear explanation. It's natural. It happens to many athletes. Take your time," he clarifies, scribbling in his notebook again.
"I guess... I don't even remember why I started," Hailey finally says, her voice barely audible. "Mom says I always liked it, but I don't think I ever asked for it. They just took me to the gymnastics club, probably because Mom was a gymnast, too. I was good at it, better than the other girls. I won more and more important competitions, and that made Mom proud. Soon, I realized that if I lost, Mom was sad, and that made me try harder and harder. Later, everything just continued almost out of routine. More training hours, more competitions, more trips with Mom, even though Dad wasn't with us anymore."
Her words leave me breathless. Literally breathless. My pulse races, and I can't even think straight. Is that what I've taught my daughter? That her worth is tied solely to her athletic achievements?
"Hailey, that's not true," I interject, gripping the armrest so tightly my knuckles turn white. "Of course, I'm proud of you, but that's regardless of whether you win or not. I-"
"No, Mom," she interrupts, and for the first time in the session, her eyes fill with tears. "Have you ever asked me if this is what I wanted?"
The office falls into a deafening silence. Only Hailey's muffled sobs can be heard. I sit still, paralyzed, feeling as if each of her words is drilling into my soul. Have I really been so blind? Have I focused so much on my dreams that I haven't considered hers?
I want nothing more than to leave, to lock myself in my room and cry until I fall asleep. But Dr. Nightman's voice cuts through the stillness of the office, giving me no respite.
"Lucy, what are you feeling right now?"
I blink, struggling to form a coherent response that doesn't come. "I... I don't know," I stammer. "I feel... guilty somehow, I guess. Hailey, I never meant to-"
"What is it you never meant to do, Mom?" Hailey asks, her voice barely above a whisper. "Make me feel like my mother's love was conditional on my success? Because you were all I had. Dad wasn't with us anymore, and I blamed myself for your divorce. I only had you. A mother who was happy if I won and sad if I didn't."
"I don't even know how to respond," I confess, deflated.
"Mom, I don't blame you for it, but this is how I feel," Hailey admits, rising from her chair to give me a hug as her tears mingle with mine.
***
As we exit Dr. Nightman's office, Violet's waiting for us. Her concerned eyes meet mine, and I feel a flutter in my chest despite the emotional turmoil.
"Tough session?" she asks softly.
"I don't even have words to describe it," I admit, sinking into her embrace.
To our surprise, Hailey joins the hug.
"Mom just won the Worst Mother of the Year award," she jokes, kissing my cheek.
"Of the century," I correct, rolling my eyes skyward.
"Hey, don't be so hard on yourself," Violet says, her hand running soothingly up and down my arm. "You're a good mother. There are just things that can be improved, like everything in life. You've always been there for her."
"Exactly, Mom," Hailey adds with a shrug. "What I said in there isn't a criticism. You've always been by my side and put me above your own needs. You just never asked if I really wanted this."
"And do you want it?" I ask, my heart in my throat.
Hailey sighs deeply. "I don't know, Mom. I wish I could tell you yes, but I don't know."



EPILOG
Lucy. Eight months later.  
My heart thunders in my chest, drowning out the crowd's roar. The familiar scent of chalk and sweat hangs in the air, more potent today than ever before. This is it—the moment we've been waiting for. I grip the edge of my seat, my knuckles turning white as I tremble with anticipation.
There she is. The dream I've nurtured my entire life unfolds before my eyes. Hailey takes her starting position on the mat, facing the uneven bars, and my breath catches in my throat.
"Come on, baby girl," I whisper, biting my lower lip nervously. "I know you've got this."
Violet's warm hand slides into mine, squeezing tight. I'd almost forgotten she was here, my fear consuming me.
"She'll nail it," Violet murmurs, her thumb caressing my palm.
"Holy shit, did you see the French team's coach? What a babe," Arya blurts out, plopping down next to us with a giant Coke. She clams up when she catches my death glare.
Hailey is the epitome of focus. Her jaw clenches, eyes fixed ahead with that look of absolute determination I know so well. It's the same expression she wore when she took her first steps in gymnastics, when she won her first competition at six. That day, she told me she'd be the world's best gymnast. Being here now is something few athletes can claim.
Now, her dream — our dream — unfolds live before us.
A hush falls over the arena as she raises her arm, signaling she's ready to begin. I hold my breath, and time seems to stop, as if someone's stolen all the oxygen from the sports pavilion.
She inhales deeply, then exhales sharply as she leaps towards the low bar. Her hands grasp it firmly, chalk billowing around her like a slow-motion cloud.
I hear the rhythmic sound of her body connecting with the bars. Each turn, each movement, executed with absolute precision. I watch her muscles flex as she transitions from one bar to the other. Her face remains impassive, enduring the strain without a single grimace.
Sometimes, watching TV, we think these gymnasts perform their routines with divine ease, blessed with special genetics. We don't realize the tension in every muscle, the strength each ligament must bear. Nor do we see the thousands of practice hours. The sweat, the suffering, the tears. All to shine in an exercise that ends in the blink of an eye.
Hailey performs a double spin, and my heart stops. A perfect landing on the high bar allows me to breathe again. The crowd applauds, but I hear nothing except the sound of my daughter's hands impacting the bars.
She spins, her legs extending in a perfect split, and I can almost feel the tension in my own body, as if I were down there, performing alongside her.
As she prepares for the final dismount, I hold my breath once more. Hailey soars through the air, spins, time freezes until her feet touch the ground. Solid. Secure. Perfect.
She raises her arms, smiles, and I burst into tears.
Hailey searches for my gaze in the crowd, and when our eyes meet, I feel an unconditional love that goes far beyond the pride of being her mother. In this instant, all the sacrifices, all the pain, the nerves... they vanish, replaced by infinite joy.
"Holy crap, she's a fucking badass!" Arya yells, earning an elbow to the ribs from Patricia, who has endless patience with her.
Since Violet moved in with us, we've been hanging out frequently with Arya and her wife. Their seven-year-old daughter, "mini Arya," has been crazy about gymnastics since meeting Hailey, so they decided to take a few days off with the girl and Patricia's son to watch the Olympics. Although Liam seems more interested in the gymnasts themselves, and sometimes Arya in a coach or two.
When the score appears, we hug and scream like teenagers at their first concert of some famous band. Arya shouts something again that's probably inappropriate for the setting, but it only makes me smile.
Hailey hugs her teammates. They cry, jump, laugh in a human tangle of red, white, and blue leotards. She may have only qualified for the team competition, and the coach may have decided she'd only participate in uneven bars, but this is the greatest thing I've ever experienced, apart from the moment they placed her on my chest right after she was born.
"In four years, she'll be the star of the team," Violet assures me, leaning in to kiss me.
"You realize she'll be off to college soon, right?"
"The house will feel empty without her," Violet adds.
"Alright, lovebirds, enough with the waterworks. We gotta congratulate the champ," Arya interrupts, seeming like she's had five hundred coffees this morning.
We make our way to the pavilion's common area, and the gymnasts are already there, happy and smiling, waiting for their families. I hug my daughter, her face flushed from exertion and heat. We laugh and cry simultaneously.
"You did it, honey," I whisper, kissing her cheek over and over.
"Mom, you're embarrassing me in front of the whole team. It's hard enough being the youngest without you treating me like a kid," Hailey protests, though the smile on her lips tells me she doesn't mind at all.
"Congratulations, champion," Violet says, rubbing her back.
Hailey breaks from my embrace and turns to her.
"Thanks for everything," she sighs. "My mom couldn't have chosen a better partner to complete her life," she adds, making me cry again.
"Come on, come on, no more tears. Group photo," Arya interrupts, aiming her phone at us.
And, as I look at the camera, observing my daughter's radiant smile, feeling Violet's arm around my waist, the commotion around me fades away. It's a smile that speaks of triumph over pain, of reborn dreams. Of our future shining brighter than any Olympic medal.
Violet pulls me closer, and in that moment, I understand that the true victory isn't on the podium, but in the journey that brought us here. A sprained ankle, my daughter's shattered dreams, and weeks of despair led me to the woman I hope to spend the rest of my life with. Violet has become an essential part of our family, a second mother to Hailey. I know she'll be there for her, no matter what. And that's far more valuable than any athletic triumph.
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Doctor Stone: A Sapphic Medical Romance https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CB4PRX3Y

A decade ago, a tragic surgery forever altered the lives of Dr. Jackie Stone and Sarah Taylor. Haunted by the loss of that patient, Dr. Stone has since immersed herself in her work, believing that if she stays busy, she can escape the pain of her past.

Sarah Taylor, now a determined intern at Manhattan’s prestigious Watson Memorial Hospital, finds herself under the supervision of the very doctor who was present during her brother’s ill-fated surgery ten years ago.

As she strives to become a renowned surgeon, Sarah must grapple with the emotional weight of working in the same hospital where her brother died, under the watchful eye of the woman who couldn’t save him.

Don’t miss this riveting sapphic medical romance exploring the intricate dance of forgiveness, healing, and the transformative power of love. 
Doctor Torres: A Sapphic Medical Romance  https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CB4RM9RV
 

   At 27, Nicole Hunt is a rising star in health and wellness, captivating audiences with her dynamic podcast and entertaining TikTok presence. In a special series for Heart Month, she sets her sights on interviewing some of the nation's most prominent medical professionals, including the reclusive Dr. Inés Torres.

Dr. Torres is a 40-year-old distinguished cardiologist with a reputation as steely as the scalpel she wields. Her life revolves entirely around her work, leaving no room for love or leisure.

As the effervescent Nicole steps into Dr. Torres's strictly regimented world, sparks fly, and an unexpected connection forms between the two women. Can Nicole's warmth and charisma melt Dr. Torres's icy exterior and unlock the door to a new, fulfilling chapter in her life?

Immerse yourself in this captivating sapphic medical romance, a heartwarming journey of love, healing, and the power of letting go. 
Doctor Harris: A Sapphic Medical Romance https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CB4P272P

A doctor in love with a resident.
A resident in love with a patient.
A patient in love with herself.

Dr. Rachel Harris has always played by the book, until a mysterious woman arrives at the hospital after a grave accident, sending her world into a tailspin.

As the patient lies in an induced coma, Dr. Harris finds solace in her daydreams, crafting an enchanting romance with this enigmatic woman. Her fantasies provide an escape from her otherwise regimented life, stirring feelings she's never experienced before.

However, reality comes crashing down when the patient finally awakens, revealing herself to be a moody, self-absorbed woman who bears no resemblance to the person Rachel had come to love in her mind. As Dr. Harris grapples with her unexpected feelings, she must confront the blurred lines between fantasy and reality, desire and responsibility.

Don’t miss this mesmerizing sapphic medical romance that delves into the complexities of love, self-discovery, and the journey of personal growth. 
Doctor Ramirez: A Sapphic Medical Romance
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0D5BHPYZB

Another phone call.
A new email.
Ever since Anna Fenwick, the female soccer legend, crossed paths with me due to her torn anterior cruciate ligament, I've been spending more time responding to the press than doing my job as a surgeon.
It's an absolute nightmare, and she is...
That woman is unbearable.
I knew this could happen. Her constant run-ins with sports journalists and other teammates are well-known. I can understand that her bad temper has worsened with the serious knee injury. I imagine that, at the end of her career, she's afraid of never regaining the level she once had... but putting up with her is starting to be too much.
And yet, each tiny glimmer of vulnerability in those blue eyes is enough to make me consider breaking the rules that have always governed my life.
Doctor Anderson: A Sapphic Medical Romance
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0D9DGSYZ3
 

Being a single mom to a teenage daughter is tough enough.
Having your daughter be an elite gymnast makes things even more complicated. But her injuring her ankle just months before the Olympics? That's too much.
I went to Dr. Anderson's office looking for a solution to my daughter's injury.
And now, every time that doctor fixes those blue eyes on me or smiles, I feel a tingling in my lower belly that's impossible to ignore.
***
The Missing Letters of Sara Nelson: A Second Chance Sapphic Romance https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CLGBH2C9

   At 42, Samantha Thomson’s picture-perfect life is crumbling. Fresh from a painful divorce, she’s struggling to raise two teenage daughters while trudging through a monotonous routine.

Her childhood friend Olivia Mitchell lives life on the edge. While filming her documentaries, Olivia has spent over two decades traveling the globe and fighting for justice.

When their paths cross again, long-buried feelings ignite.

And when Samantha discovers twelve romantic WWII love letters hidden in an old book, they spark an unexpected thirst for adventure.

Spurred by Olivia, both women journey through snow-covered Vermont villages to deliver the long-lost letters.

Along the way, both women must confront their own ghosts. Can righting the wrongs of the past inspire them to live boldly again?

Join Samantha and Olivia on an uplifting voyage of second chances, reminding us it’s never too late to start living. 
Crossed Destinies: A Sapphic Billionaire Romance https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CL7HGK9N

The CEO of a technology company whose methods border the limits of ethics.
A journalist in search of the truth and eager to prove herself.
What can go wrong?
From their first encounter, an undeniable chemistry draws them together. Yet, their professional ambitions threaten to drive a wedge between them.
As Sarah digs deeper into the inner workings of Hailey's empire, she uncovers shocking secrets that threaten to expose the dark underbelly behind its success. Torn between protecting the woman she's falling for and revealing the truth, Sarah grapples with the biggest decision of her life.
Will she prioritize her commitment to journalistic integrity and unveil the truth, or will her deepening feelings for Hailey cloud her judgment?
Can her relationship survive the pressure, or will it blow up?
Passions flare, and ethical lines blur in this tension-filled romance set in the high-stakes world of corporate finance. When matters of the heart collide with the quest for truth, the fallout could destroy careers, relationships, and even lives.
Tie Break: A Sapphic Sports Romance https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0C6MMF43Z

Brooke McKlain is a household name for tennis fans.
Elena has no idea who she is. She just knows she's ruining her life.

When Brooke decides to take a much-needed break at a luxury hotel in Hawaii, she doesn't expect that the woman who challenged her from the very first moment will show her what love is.
Elena will make her question many things, and now love spins onto her court, revealing what she's been missing.
But their worlds are too different, and things are never as easy as they seem... especially when the public image you want to give outweighs your feelings. 
YOUNG ADULT SAPPHIC ROMANCE
Liar: A Young Adult "fake date" LGBTQ+ Romance  https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CB4MB79W

Nina Álvarez is living the dream.

She's the high school basketball team captain, a social media sensation, and one of the most popular girls at school. But when a misplaced comment goes viral, Nina's future comes crashing down.

With accusations of homophobia threatening to destroy everything she's worked for, Nina devises a daring plan: fake-date Alexia Taylor, a proud and openly gay girl from her high school.

Alexia is her polar opposite. She's a brilliant, introverted aspiring scientist with her sights set on NASA. And she wants nothing to do with Nina's scheme.

However, when Alexia's best friend Cris gets involved, she soon finds herself unable to say no.

As Nina and Alexia play their roles in this high-stakes game of pretend, they find themselves drawn to each other in ways they never expected. Amidst the whirlwind of high school drama, basketball games, and social media scandals, the two girls discover that sometimes, the line between love and lies isn't so clear.

Operation Vanessa https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0C99QVD5K

Riley, the high school resident rebel, never thought she’d fall for anyone—especially not Vanessa, the untouchable cheerleading squad captain.

In a world where social expectations and invisible barriers dictate the rules, they are on opposite sides of the high school spectrum.

But love won’t be ignored. Overwhelmed by her feelings, Riley turns to Alexia, a straight-A student with a gift for words. Together, they hatch a daring plan inspired by Cyrano de Bergerac to capture the cheerleader’s heart. 
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