
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Two Weddings and a Funeral

			Theo and Stella will never work out as more than just friends. Then why can’t they stop fighting and making out—up!—making up.

			Stella James is back in town after ditching her friends for her (now) ex, whose career took her to London, and she’s bound to make a big entrance at her best friend’s wedding. What Stella fears more than an awkward reunion, though? Theo and their messy more than friendship but never quite love.

			Theo Kingsley is an activist and a human rights lawyer in the making, oh, and she thinks monogamy is so last century. Stella couldn’t be any less socially conscious if she tried, unlike the women Theo dates. It’s not as if Stella really believes forever exists, but she’ll never understand how Theo can seem so into her and be dating other people at the same time.

			When things between them quickly get complicated again, their push and pull threatens to ruin the friendship in all the worst ways and break their whole friend group apart.
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Dedication

			To my Liddy. I love you, 

			but I’d cross the street to avoid you.

			






    
            Chapter One





			Home sweet Airbnb. Stella loved self check-in: no one to attempt small talk with after midnight. The apartment was smaller than the photos made it seem, and the rooms were not quite arranged as expected. Her suitcase filled a third of said space. Then again, she was carrying three years of belongings in it. The Airbnb was booked for a month, and at the end of it, she hoped she’d be moving to a more permanent location. No point in unpacking now and doing it twice. 

			Thankfully, what the bathroom lacked in spaciousness, it made up for in efficiency—perfect water pressure and plenty of shelving for all her skincare bottles and containers. Once the warm spray of the shower hit her skin, she was ready to let go of the sour mood air travel always put her in, especially given the eleven-hour flight from London to Portland. As she put shampoo in her hair, an unwelcome memory hit her. 

			Andy’s hands massaging foam into her scalp, then drifting down her shoulders and her back. Fuck. What was it about breakups that made you only remember the good times? She cursed her selective memory and quickly rinsed and conditioned her hair. The quicker she got out of this shower the less time her brain would have to conjure up the highlight reel of her failed relationship. 

			She washed away the last remnants of her excruciating time on the aircraft and stepped into the steam-filled bathroom. A pang of wistfulness caught her off guard. She missed the en-suite in the townhouse she had shared with Andy—the subway tile, the double sink, the way her toothbrush always crossed Andy’s. 

			She shook her head, sending stray droplets everywhere. Really, the bathroom? God, nostalgia was a shameless revisionist. Didn’t they used to have a plumber over almost every weekend? And that cute memory of Andy washing her hair? Andy only did it to prove Stella was inefficient with her time in the shower and her hair could, in fact, be washed in under five minutes. Andy’s hands wandering down her body? A jest between them. When Stella left that ring on the nightstand, they hadn’t had sex in months. 

			The dryness in her nose hadn’t gone away even after the shower. Anxiety curled in her stomach. She couldn’t afford to get sick three days before the wedding. 

			She got out of the bathroom and, naked, fished in her purse for the phone. 

			I’m all set, had a shower even, she typed. The response was immediate. Of course, Mom was battling insomnia again. Stella pictured her nose-deep in a new crime novel. 

			How’s the place? 

			Instead of answering, she snapped a few photos and sent them in the chat.

			Looks tiny, her mom replied quickly. 

			It’ll do. I found a few apartments that look promising, I’ll send you the links. Stella bit her lip, typing. Hey, Mom, what was the name of that spray you swear by? 

			What spray, sweetie?

			The one you make me get when I’m coming down with a cold. Was it Sandrine?

			Saline, Mom quickly provided. Are you getting sick?

			I don’t know, my nose is dry from the flight. Can’t risk it. 

			Get Saline, salt kills bacteria. And drink lots of water. 

			Thanks! 

			Stella left the phone on one of the kitchen counters and rummaged her suitcase for the garment bag. She climbed up onto the bed to fit the hanger over the protruding handle of the upper wardrobe cabinet. Then she unzipped the bag to reveal a silk dress in sage green. Wrinkle-free.

			She pumped a fist in the air. She’d made it. Okay, maybe there was a slight wrinkle in the middle, but it was barely even visible. Still, the dress had survived an eleven-hour flight in a very good condition. She stepped back to admire it, but as soon as her foot hit the bed, she collapsed backward. Resigned, she sat on the bed, eyeing the beautiful fabric. 

			Liddy sure had great taste. Bittersweetness spread like a sip of strong liquor down her body. Perhaps Liddy had picked the color to match the auburn of Stella’s hair. Auburn that had washed away in the three years they hadn’t seen each other. Now Stella was back to her roots. So to speak. Blond, Brigitte Bardot-style bangs and shoulder-length locks with a slight wave. Sage green would still look good on her. 

			Liddy had probably picked an unconventional dress for herself. Perhaps something modern and cool, minimalist straight lines, off-white, no lace. Coop would wear a suit. Guaranteed. Something in a funky color maybe. Something to match Liddy’s less-than-traditional style.

			Damn. Her best friends were getting married, and she had been nearly ready to miss it. Guilt gripped her in a chokehold. She had tried to stay in touch with Liddy for a while, but then it all got in the way—the time zones, the responsibilities of adult life, the memories of their twenties that she simultaneously wanted to erase and hold onto forever. 

			And Theo. 

			She never admitted it out loud, but Liddy was a constant reminder of the ten years Stella had spent jumping from one doomed relationship into another trying to get Theo out of her mind. 

			A fluttering started in her belly—anxiety and excitement were so similar, she couldn’t tell them apart. She’d see Theo tomorrow. She tried to imagine how Theo might’ve changed, but all her mind could come up with was the last time she’d seen her. The messy chocolate brown curls that framed her face, the hazel eyes full of mischief and seductive promises. Theo always managed to look both like a kid and a philanderer ready to break your heart. And break her heart she did. 

			Call me from London, won’t you? 

			Theo held both of Stella’s hands with that familiar intensity of unspoken feelings between them. If Stella wasn’t with Andy then, Theo would’ve kissed her like they’d kissed so many times before. But then, if Stella wasn’t with Andy, she wouldn’t be leaving. 

			I’ll stay in touch. 

			A lie. Stella knew even then she wouldn’t call Theo. She wouldn’t risk yet another relationship for someone she could never have. Andy might’ve been the one. 

			With a thud, she dropped back onto the mattress. She was here again where it all began. Portland was forever going to be haunted, her footsteps echoing on the pavements, Theo’s drunken laughter ringing in the streets. Even if the bodega on the corner was now an ATM, Stella could still hear herself ordering a pack of cigarettes and she could still see Liddy and Coop making out on the curb. 

			She went to the living room and picked her phone from the counter. 

			Mom, how do I get a wrinkle out of a silk dress?

			But there was no reply. Her mom hadn’t even seen the message. 

			






    
            Chapter Two





			Suspicious period-like cramps woke Stella before her alarm had the chance to. She jolted up, brushed away her sleeping mask, and ran to the bathroom. She could not be first day on her period now. Wasn’t her period supposed to start on Monday? Why was the app lying to her? Again. 

			She got her butt on the toilet and sighed with relief. No blood yet. She said a silent prayer to whoever was taking notice of her petty problems. 

			By nine, she’d started work. Three years ago, at thirty-one, she had left Portland as the fashion editor-in-chief of En Style, having achieved her childhood dream. En Style was just a local media outlet, it wasn’t Vogue, but Stella didn’t want Vogue. She’d wanted Portland. In London, she had worked for ELLE and that didn’t make any part of her life there easier.

			Today, though, she was merely a columnist for En Style and had to contribute to multiple other publications to pay her rent. Still, no complaints. She’d made it to section editor once and she was going to get there again. Most importantly, she had a job with no fixed hours that required her to write about fashion, and style, and life—being ungrateful would be a slap in the face of decency.

			At five past five, having turned in an article about the end of the 2000s comeback, Stella got into the gray Kia Rio she’d leased and set Mt. Hood Oregon Resort as a destination. She’d texted Coop earlier to let her know she was coming to the rehearsal dinner. On the one hand, Liddy was probably too busy to look at her phone, on the other, she hadn’t talked to Liddy since that day three months ago when she received the invitation. And even then “talking” meant checking “Stella James and a date” on the website specified in the invite. 

			Emotion she couldn’t put her finger on clouded her vision for a few seconds before she swiped at her eyes, her other hand secured on the wheel. Liddy was not one to hold a grudge. And yet the way Stella had dropped her entitled her to all the resentment and bitterness her heart could stand.

			Shamed, she glanced at her phone and quickly changed the Spotify playlist. She couldn’t bear to listen to the songs they had sung along in the car to, danced in the clubs to, talked about life and love to. But before the new playlist could begin, Stella caught the first notes of “Teenage Dream” by Katy Perry, and smiled. Liddy had shouted the lyrics out of tune on the streets from the bar they’d just left on the way to the one they were going to, only stopping to babble about Coop. 

			“She’s the one,” Liddy had said. 

			“She’s the one? Coop? Babe, we’re twenty-one, there’ll be so many ‘the ones’ you won’t know what to do with them.” Stella had wrapped an arm around her neck sloppily. They were both beyond tipsy. 

			“Nah, I’m telling you. Cooper’s the one. I’ma marry that girl one day.” 

			And now Stella was driving to their wedding. 
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        * * *

      

			Despite the August warmth, the rehearsal dinner was held inside at what Stella assumed to be the resort restaurant—a huge banner at the entrance announcing that Lydia Madden was marrying Clementine Cooper this weekend. 

			Stella had checked in and changed into a cocktail dress before coming downstairs, and so far, she hadn’t run into any of their old gang. The crowd made her feel anonymous and she appreciated the brief safety of her invisibility cloak before inevitably she’d have to face her old friends. Old friends she’d promised to keep in touch with. Perhaps Theo wasn’t even here yet. The thought alone kept her sane.

			She spotted a board by the entryway that seemed to pull people in, and naturally, she queued behind an old lady in a teal lace dress who turned to smile at her invitingly. Stella peered over her shoulder, curious. Wanted: your marital advice. Sharing is caring! the sign said in cursive. Little square notes were pinned to the cork. She stepped closer to examine them. 

			Always assume the best of your spouse. 

			Go to bed angry. In the morning, you might see things differently. 

			Never stop fucking. 

			Stella’s heart skipped a beat. There it was. Theo’s unmistakable handwriting. So, Theo was here already. She looked around furtively but didn’t see her. 

			“Are you going to write something, honey?” Stella turned around. Liddy’s grandmother was awaiting her turn. 

			“Oh, uh, yes. Yes, Mrs. Madden. Sorry for holding up the queue.”

			Stella picked up a pen and touched it to a square piece of paper on the pedestal table near the corkboard. A dot of ink was left behind. No words were coming to her. What could she say? Her own four-year relationship had imploded not a month ago. Clearly, she wasn’t an expert. 

			I love you both so much, she finally wrote. You are the reason I still believe in love. Advice is, evidently, not needed. In fact, I think you should be giving the advice. Love, S.

			Tears in her eyes—seriously, what was wrong with her—Stella stepped away so Liddy’s grandma could bestow her wisdom next. Mrs. Madden probably had more helpful things to say anyway, being married for nearly sixty years. 

			Spotting a waiter with a tray of cocktails, Stella strode boldly further into the room. Ready or not, she had to face the proverbial music tonight. Might as well do it with some alcohol in her system. 

			“Excuse me—Sorry.” She tried to get the waiter’s attention. Finally, their eyes met, and he nodded with a practiced half-smile. “What’s in this?” An eloquent question. Especially since she so gracefully pointed at the short round glasses decorated with elderflower blooms as she asked. 

			“This is Young Love Fizz,” the waiter explained evenly, perhaps for the hundredth time this evening. “It’s a signature cocktail designed by the brides to represent their love story. It’s one part gin, two parts elderflower liqueur, lemon juice, and club soda.” 

			She couldn’t help but smile. The cocktail was clearly a nod to the way Liddy and Coop met, thirteen years ago at the first Pride Stella and Liddy had gone to—both nursing a gin and tonic, thrilled to be finally allowed the grown-up luxury of openly drinking. “Thanks, I’ll have one.” Stella took a glass from the tray. She sipped the pale liquid, almost able to taste that summer day: the carefree feeling of being twenty-one, nearly out of college but not quite an adult yet. 

			Just a week after that Pride, Stella had met Theo. It was Coop who introduced them. Theo was a few years behind her, a twenty-year-old kid with too much swagger. Memories of that party stopped her in her tracks. Stella could see Theo in her Hawaiian shirt and ripped jean shorts making passes at her like it was yesterday. 

			Ahead of her, the present-day versions of Liddy and Coop brought her back to reality. Liddy looked stunning in a short white dress covered in pearls and hot pink strap heels. Her caramel brown hair was much longer and a bit lighter than Stella remembered. Coop was the same, down to the low dusty blond ponytail and the soft crinkles around bright blue eyes. She did wear a suit, all white, tailored pants, and an oversized blazer. Together, they looked effortlessly cool. To Stella, they were family.

			She had pictured this moment once or twice, what she would say. What could she possibly say? Sorry I didn’t call for three years? But now that she and Liddy were staring into each other’s eyes, there was only one thing to do. 

			They collided in a hug so fierce it drove the air out of Stella’s lungs. Holding onto Liddy tighter than she remembered ever holding her, Stella brushed hair away from her face to say the only thing that came to mind. “I fucking missed you so fucking much.” 

			Liddy could’ve berated her. She could’ve been passive-aggressive and said You should’ve called me then. But she didn’t. Instead, she wrapped her arms around Stella’s waist that much tighter. “I missed you like you won’t believe it.” 

			Next to them, Coop awkwardly stood with her hands raised in the air, palms open to the small audience gathered by the scene they’d caused. “I promise I’m not being cheated on, folks. The wedding is still happening. We are expecting you again tomorrow, ceremony at six p.m.”

			Both Liddy and Stella giggled, finally letting go of each other to wipe away tears. Stella almost rolled her eyes at her own sudden sentimentality. Coop stood tall, grinning at her with that familiar whole-face smile Stella had always loved. Coop was getting married. The same person who used to wear a leather cuff bracelet unironically and steal cans of beer from corner stores just for the thrill of it was going to stand tomorrow in front of all their friends and family and marry her best friend.

			Stella launched herself at Coop and wrapped her arms around her neck. “Damn, you’ve grown taller.” 

			“Not possible. London just spoiled you with their commonsense metric system,” Coop returned without missing a beat and hugged her just as tightly. 

			“By the way, that corkboard by the entrance is so cheugy,” Stella quipped. 

			“Well, we are old people now, time to own it.” Coop finally let her go and looked into her eyes with so much undeserved affection, Stella nearly started bawling with shame and regret. She could’ve called. 

			“I, for one, am never taking my Live, Laugh, Love sign down.” Liddy’s eyes sparkled with humor. “Not even if the police come with a warrant.”

			Stella had missed their banter so much. She gasped in mock disbelief, placing a hand on her chest as if to clutch a phantom string of pearls. “Lydia Madden, interior designer, can I quote you in En Style?”

			“Quote away, I’ll cling to that and macrame with cold hands if I have to.” 

			For one long-stretched moment all three of them were quiet, just looking at each other with so many unsaid things hanging in the air between them. Then Stella finally broke. “I love you both so much. Can’t believe you’re finally doing this. It feels like you’ve been married forever.”

			“It does feel like that, huh,” Coop repeated thoughtfully. 

			“At some point, I think, we both forgot we weren’t,” Liddy said.

			“Yeah…I think we all did.” The implication was thick in Stella’s words. All. All of them. The whole gang. She was losing her nerve, trying to hold off asking about Theo. “Are the others here?” She gave her best to sound nonchalant. 

			“Yeah, Zara is here somewhere. You won’t believe it but…she’s living with someone.” Liddy’s low voice made the piece of news that much more exciting. 

			“What? A real live-in partner?” Stella raised her voice, playing scandalized. 

			“Uh-huh. That’s not even the biggest bombshell, but I’ll let you discover the other one yourself.” Liddy winked, wrapping an arm around Coop’s waist. 

			“Her girlfriend’s really cool,” Coop said. “Sophie, you’ll meet her soon.”

			“I damn well sure want to meet the woman who got Zara Wilder to settle down.” Stella could never have pictured a day would come when Zara would not only have one steady partner but live with them too. Zara had always been her emotional support train wreck. If Stella was drunkenly texting an ex, Zara was hooking up with her ex-boyfriend’s ex-boyfriend and his new girlfriend. When Stella was going through a breakup, Zara was always there to take her to the wildest party, get her drunk or stoned or both, and then hold her hair over the toilet. 

			“Oh, you’ll love Sophie,” Liddy said. “Harry’s also here. He finally got rid of that mustache.” 

			“We managed to convince him he did not look like a Tom of Finland police officer,” Coop said. 

			“Oh, thank God. Some men were really not born to wear mustaches.” Stella breathed out a sigh of real relief.

			“Yeah. He came to terms with that eventually. And David…” Liddy bunched up her eyebrows, evidently, in a concentrated effort to remember where she last saw him. 

			“He was just explaining to your grandma what ‘cruising’ is, right”—Coop quickly browsed the crowd in search of David—“right by the dessert table. No, they’re gone now.” 

			“That’s okay, I’ll just mingle and find them eventually.” Stella was aching to hear Theo’s name, but by chance or on purpose, Liddy and Coop were not mentioning her. Perhaps Theo was putting the moves on a bridesmaid somewhere…but then that would hardly surprise her. And it wasn’t like Theo owed her anything or had made any commitments. They were just friends. If even that at this point. 

			“I’ll go grab a bite. I’m already buzzing and I’m not even halfway done with this drink.” She raised her glass to show the barely touched liquid. 

			“You do that. We don’t want you hungover tomorrow.” Liddy smiled at her, a wide, sincere smile that Stella had done nothing to deserve in the last three years. Still, she returned the affectionate gesture and went for another quick hug. 

			Once she let go of Liddy, Coop wrapped an arm around her shoulders and said in a quiet voice so only she could hear, “It’s good to see you. We’ve all missed you.” Emphasis on “all.” 

			Stella’s heart skipped a beat. Theo had missed her? She chased the hopeful feeling in her chest away. Smiling at Coop, she raised her glass in a silent toast and headed for the buffet.

			






    
            Chapter Three





			“Stella?” The incredulity in the familiar voice made Stella turn with her whole body. There she was, Zara in all her glory. The hair that had survived fifty shades of green, lilac, and pink, was now dyed California blond in stunning contrast with her tan complexion, bringing out the green in her eyes. But Zara’s new hair color was far from the only or most surprising addition. A form-fitting navy dress outlined what was unmistakably a small baby bump.

			“Zara!” Stella made a gesture as if to bring her into a hug, her eyes fixed on her round belly in disbelief. The woman who had once made out backstage with the guitarist of a small Portland-based band so drunk she swore he was Stone Gossard, was going to be a mother.

			“Yes, yes, I’m preggo, but bring it in, girl!” Zara wrapped her in a warm embrace that felt both comfortable and easy and somehow completely new with the baby bump between them. 

			Stella leaned in, then pulled back to look into her face. “Damn. How did that happen?”

			“What, the baby? IUI. Which stands for—”

			“I know what it stands for, dork.” She stepped back to admire Zara’s dress. Her taste in clothes had surely changed. Decidedly classier at thirty-three, Zara had picked a midi-length navy dress paired with strappy heels in nude. “You look fantastic, by the way.”

			“Thanks, you do too. I like your natural color. And the bangs are hot.” Zara lovingly placed a hand on her belly as though by a deeply ingrained habit, then looked around, searching for someone. “I’d like you to meet Sophie, but I lost her somewhere.”

			“That’s okay, the night is still young.”

			“Hah, not for me anymore. Gone are the days of closing the bars.”

			“I figured. So? What else is new?”

			“Where do I begin?” Zara made a thoughtful face, eyes becoming unfocused. “I met Sophie, I think, a couple of months after you moved. It was…it was like coming home.” Her face lit up. “I always thought love would be this explosive, all-consuming, earth-shattering thing, but with her…it just feels like deep, profound peace in my soul. Like everything fell into place.”

			Stella grinned at the dreamy expression Zara didn’t even know she had. There had never been small talk between them. Well, the majority of the time they’d spent together they were both drunk beyond any inhibition. Zara had poured her heart out on more than one occasion, sharing about her multiple flings and her dysfunctional family and childhood trauma. But Stella had never seen her quite this open, quite this serene. “I’ve never heard you talk like that about anyone.”

			“I’ve never felt like that about anyone. Except for this little nugget right here.” She rubbed her belly affectionately. “What are you doing? You and Andy…”

			“No, uh…no more me and Andy. We bro—I broke up with her.” Stella lowered her eyes, feeling like she was confessing an egregious sin. She had left Portland to be with Andy, swearing to her friends that Andy was the one and she’d do whatever it took to make that relationship last. Now to admit she was the one who broke things off felt like shining a light on all of her failures—from her inability to pick the right person to her lack of skill when it came to sustaining a long-term relationship. 

			“Good,” Zara groaned. “Can I tell you now how much I hated Andy?”

			“You hated Andy? It never showed!”

			“I mean, I didn’t hate, hate her. But she was so obviously not right for you.”

			“Yeah…” Stella hung her head in shame. “I guess everyone else saw it before I did.” Utterly stupid, that’s what she had been. Heat rose to her cheeks. Did all her friends feel the same way about Andy? Had all of them noticed the first signs of incompatibility while she was too busy building her air castles? 

			“You were dickmetized, it happens to the best of us,” Zara deadpanned, eliciting a burst of laughter from her. “And we have all heard the tales of Andy’s skills in the bedroom.” 

			Stella felt her face grow even warmer—the first year with Andy had been truly incredible. Incredible enough to make her quit her dream job and move to London so Andy could chase her dreams. Though, it had been more than great sex that decided her relocation. She was running away.

			“I was just about to hit the buffet. Wanna come with?” Stella gestured toward the end of the room where a small crowd of people was lined by a long solid wood table with tall floral arrangements.

			“Oh, no, even the thought of food makes me queasy. Let me tell you about morning sickness—it lasts way beyond the morning and you’re lucky if it goes away after the first trimester.” Zara made a grimace that told Stella exactly how unpleasant pregnancy had been for her so far, despite first impressions. “You go get something, I’ll find Sophie. Catch you later, okay?”

			“Definitely. I want to meet the woman who tamed the wildest chick I know.”

			“Tamed? Girl, I’m embarrassed to admit how much of a fight I didn’t put up.” Zara’s laughter rang between them as she waved and walked away in search of her partner.

			Still a little shocked by the changes in Zara’s life, Stella headed for the buffet hoping to find finger food she wouldn’t have to part with her drink for. Alcohol was starting to hit her in the most pleasant way. Emboldened by the gin buzz, the tiniest hint of excitement bubbled up at the possibility of crossing paths with Theo. Three years and one very serious relationship that nearly turned into a marriage later, perhaps she was ready to be friends with her. Just friends. Not friends who made out in dark corners pretending real-life consequences were suspended until they decided otherwise.

			Truth was, Stella really loved Theo in a way not too unlike the way she loved Liddy and Coop and Zara. It was entirely possible they would meet now after all this time to find the sparks were long gone and then they’d settle into a comfortable friendship. Despite popular belief, distance did not make the heart grow fonder. If only Theo could move past Stella not reaching out for the past three years like Liddy obviously had, they could rebuild their friendship. No making out included this time. But Theo wasn’t as generous as Liddy was…or as forgiving.

			“You should try the mini fish tacos.”

			Startled, Stella turned in the direction of the rich, deep timbre. It took all of her self-possession not to gawk at the sight.

			“You looked like you couldn’t decide,” the handsome stranger responded to what possibly came across as confusion on Stella’s part. 

			Stella couldn’t take her eyes off the attractive face hovering a few inches above her own. Deep brown skin, inviting brown eyes, high cheekbones and what were the most kissable lips she had seen in a while were simply impossible to ignore. Her new acquaintance was sporting short dreads with a fade and a suit so perfectly riding the line between tailored and casual that she could feel the embarrassing heat of arousal spreading from her face to her collarbones in a telltale sign of stunned attraction.

			She forced herself to look away. Her gaze fell on the mini tacos in question. “They sure look nice,” was all she managed to say. She wished for the composure needed to come up with a witty response, but all of her mental faculties were overwhelmed by sheer desire. The kind she hadn’t felt in forever.

			“Heads up, I might be biased—the chef is a close personal friend. Okay, full disclosure, we used to date. A long, long time ago.” 

			If she didn’t know any better, she’d guess her interlocutor was feeling just as awkward as she was. She laughed more out of nervousness than politeness, then did the only thing that seemed logical in the moment.

			“Stella.” She extended her hand. “Stella James.”

			“Kiara,” the hottie replied, shaking her hand. “Kiara Coleman, but you can call me Cole.” They held each other’s hands for a beat too long for the exchange to be purely platonic and Stella could swear she saw the twinkle of flirtation in Cole’s eye. “Well, Stella, Stella James, are you here on the side of the bride or the bride?”

			An embarrassing giggle escaped before she could stop it and she took a sip of her cocktail to buy some time before responding. “Both. I’ve known Liddy and Coop since forever. You?”

			“The bride in the suit. Cooper’s one of those high school friends you kinda lose touch with for a few years in college, then rediscover in your early thirties when you realize how much harder it is to make new friends as an adult, as opposed to going back to old ones.” Cole delivered her response without a hitch. Damn, was she charming. It took Cole flashing exactly one self-assured smile to get Stella’s panties wet. But what a smile it was.

			“Oh, so you’re the infamous Cole who always got Coop in trouble in school.” Stella vaguely recalled the tales of Coop’s tomboy partner in crime or rather, the crime chief herself, who always cracked jokes at inopportune times causing their teachers to hand out detentions and parent notes like candy. “Did you make it as a stand-up comedian?” She raised her eyebrows, the question purely a flirtatious gamble.

			Cole’s face lit up with amusement. “Not quite. I made it as a writer, though.”

			“Oh, yeah? Something I might’ve read?”

			“Something you might’ve seen. Everybody Laughs at Laura?”

			Stella’s jaw nearly dropped. Handsome, hot, charming and the writer behind one of her favorite TV shows? “Have I seen it? I’ve watched the first two seasons, like, twenty times. Please, please, please tell me there’s going to be a third.”

			Cole’s deep laughter was even sexier than that smooth voice of hers. “Say ‘please’ again and you might even get a fourth.”

			“My, oh, my, does your girlfriend know you’re such a flirt?” Stella teased her, a not-so-covert attempt to gauge Cole’s relationship status.

			“No girlfriend to account for.” Cole shrugged nonchalantly, still holding her gaze with a mixture of amusement and ardor. “But yours must be crazy to leave you unattended.”

			“She would be if she existed.” 

			The smile that spread on Cole’s lips at her answer was all the confirmation she needed that Cole was, indeed, hitting on her. Excitement pooled low in her belly. Stella wanted her. She hadn’t had a one-night stand since way before she’d met Andy, but if Cole was on board, tonight that would change.

			“Lucky me.” Cole’s gaze dropped to her lips without a hint of embarrassment. For one long moment, neither of them spoke. They just observed each other through the clouded eyes of lust, Stella’s mind already conjuring a fantasy of taking Cole to her room later. “Well, what do you say you put some of those tacos on a plate and we go outside for some fresh air?” Cole asked. 

			Instead of a plate, she picked up a napkin—a napkin was easily discarded in case they didn’t want to go back through the restaurant. Despite the August heat, it was chilly at night in the mountains and when the cool air hit her flushed skin, a shiver ran up her spine. Walking beside her, Cole took off her suit jacket and draped it over Stella’s bare shoulders.

			“Um, thanks.” It had been ages since someone had done that for her. Andy had once been chivalrous, but she’d forgotten all about impressing her as soon as the honeymoon phase was over.

			“You sure it’s okay? I don’t mean to be patronizing.” Cole seemed taken aback by her lackluster response.

			“No, it’s okay. Very…thoughtful of you, not patronizing at all. It’s just been a while.”

			“Do I want to ask?” Cole’s warm eyes were quizzical. “Do you want to talk?”

			“Certainly not.” Stella snorted, then stuffed one mini taco in her mouth to buy herself time. “Oh, dear Lord.” She moaned with her mouth full, not caring about propriety. “These are amazing.” Cole chuckled, seemingly both pleased and amused. “What? They are.”

			“You’re something else,” Cole said softly, admiration in her tone against all odds. Stella suspected she looked ridiculous with a whole two-bite taco in her mouth. Perhaps there was even sour cream sauce dripping down her chin. By reflex, she placed her hand there to check. She was in the clear on that front at least.

			“Yeah, well…I’m hungry, tipsy and not particularly well-mannered,” she finally managed after swallowing down her food.

			“I’d say you’re smart, sexy, and real.” The shrug that accompanied the compliment was so genuine, she could swear Cole really meant every word. 

			Stella narrowed her eyes at her with a playful smile. “Sweet talker.”

			She pirouetted into a half twirl, the pleated skirt of her dress coquettishly following her, until a movement out of the corner of her eye made her stop in her tracks like someone witnessing a car crash. Her lips slightly parted, just on the brink of saying more, she stared into the eyes of the woman who haunted her youth.

			It took a moment for her brain to catch up with her surroundings. Cole had stopped right beside her as if sensing the sudden change in her mood. A woman in a plain pantsuit was already brushing past Stella on her way to the restaurant they’d left behind. And Theo stood there, barely a few feet away, all grown up in her three-piece suit, eyes sparkling with emotion.

			At some point in the last three years Theo had buzzed the sides of her head, and now the curls Stella loved were fewer, shorter, and much less unruly. A pang of nostalgia hit her. Theo at twenty-something, every bit the mischievous kid, couldn’t be more different from the woman who stood in front of her now.

			“Long time no see,” Theo said with a dry throat but a lightness in her voice that let Stella hope she held no grudge.

			“Apparently, not long enough. Want me to go back inside, give you five more minutes to work on that uninspired opening line?” Her attempt at a joke was completed by her gesturing in the direction of the party.

			Theo hung her head with a wry smile, the visual so familiar, yet so foreign, it left Stella breathless with longing. The undercurrent of vulnerability, ever present on Theo’s face, could still bring her to her knees.

			“I’ll go inside. Give you two some space,” Cole said beside her. 

			Stella looked up to meet warm sympathetic brown eyes. “Theo is an old friend.” That much was true. She was loath to have Cole get the wrong impression and regret their encounter. Theo didn’t get to ruin one more good thing for her.

			“So, I’ll let you two catch up,” Cole said with a gentle nod. Before Stella could protest further, she had turned to leave.

			Theo waited for a long while, eyes following Cole until she hid from view. The silence stretched between them uncomfortably. Stella didn’t want to be the one to break it. Theo had benefited enough from her mercy over the years.

			“You’re still every bit the heartbreaker.” Theo finally spoke, fixing her with her gaze. Mild amusement read on her features. “Watching you date in our twenties was like watching a season of The Bachelorette. And now, competing for the last rose: a cute but spicy playboi versus the silent strong type. Who will Stella choose?” The way Theo effortlessly slipped into the character of a reality TV show commentator had Stella chortling despite herself. She wished Theo didn’t possess that power over her, but her goofy charm had always been irresistible.

			“Shut up. I was searching for the One.” She made an effort to stifle her giggles, playfully swatting at Theo’s shoulder.

			“Hey, I’m not slut-shaming.” Theo raised her hands in defense, her smile anything but innocent. “And it was entertaining to watch.”

			“Glad you had fun.” Stella rolled her eyes, then made a small step to indicate she felt like having a stroll. Theo seamlessly joined her, matching her slow pace. “But like I said, I was looking for true love, what’s your excuse?”

			“Do I need one? Come on, Stells, you know I like to fuck around.” An open admission. Very much her style. Theo never pretended her casual flings were anything other than that. A couple of times, she had been in longer relationships. Once, Stella feared she might be in love. But even those were non-exclusive—a tiny little detail that made Stella despair more than the long string of women Theo took home. Theo’s distaste for monogamy, more than her hookups, had always stood between them.

			“That I do…” Stella looked at her strappy heels as she took her next step, the wet grass tickling her feet. “So, you know Andy and I…”

			“Yeah, I figured you hadn’t crossed to the dark side.” The quip carried more than an innuendo. Theo had a knack for hinting at the unspoken truths between them in a way that made it awkward for Stella to steer the conversation.

			“Nope.”

			Another moment of silence passed between them, then Theo added, “Coop mentioned something.”

			Stella whipped her head to look at her. Theo had talked about her with Coop? Not just about her, about her current relationship status. “Oh, yeah? What did she say?”

			“That you were coming alone.”

			“Well…yes.”

			“Never liked her.” It was a matter-of-fact statement. “If I ever for a second thought she was your person, I’d be buying you a ticket to London right about now.”

			“Such a good friend you are. Could’ve told me that four years ago.” Sarcasm spilled into Stella’s words. Despite everything that had happened between them, Theo was her friend and yet she’d chosen to let her make the huge mistake of moving continents for someone who ended up being wrong for her.

			“Hah. You would not have taken it kindly coming from me.” Another one of those loaded statements. “So, you’re back, huh? To stay, I mean, not just for the wedding,” Theo asked. 

			“No, not just for the wedding.” Stella sighed, shifting her gaze to the beauty in front of her—even in the dark, the outlines of the Oregon mountains were clear, and they were far enough from the light of the party to take in the stars. “Other than Andy, there was nothing for me in London. I made a friend, Gemma, we worked together at ELLE. But…I felt like coming home.”

			Home. Portland felt like a home even if it wasn’t where Stella was born. But she didn’t really mean Portland.

			“Welcome back, Stells.”

			“Thanks.”

			They walked in a silence that felt fragile. The truce between them could break with one wrong word and Stella suspected Theo’s current mellow mood was part-alcohol, part-nostalgia. She wrapped Cole’s suit jacket tighter around her body to guard against the falling temperatures. “So, what is a rehearsal dinner anyway? I haven’t seen them rehearse a single thing.”

			Theo snorted through the spreading smirk on her full lips. “I’ll tell you what they’ll be rehearsing later.”

			“Please don’t. I still have nightmares from that trip.” Stella’s laughter weakened her point somewhat, but she tried to feign disgust.

			“Can’t believe those two are just now tying the knot.” 

			Stella heard more than saw the affectionate grin on Theo’s face. They had witnessed Liddy and Coop’s relationship from the start—to be at their wedding after all this time was surreal.

			“I know! At this point, why even do it? I mean, you’re practically married at the twenty-year mark…”

			“D’you really think that?”

			Stella shrugged, collecting her thoughts for a beat. “I’m starting to think I might not be the marrying type. My parents have been together for forty years, not a single piece of paper tying them together. I think when you really love someone…you keep choosing them every day. Over and over. And that way you know it’s real, not just…because divorce is expensive, and you might as well stick it out.”

			“Marriage is a meaningful commitment for some people.” Theo raised her voice defensively. “A way to say to the world that this is the person you choose to build a life with. Besides, generations of queer people didn’t fight for nothing.”

			Stella gave her a skeptical sideways glance. “You? Defending marriage? Never thought that day would come. I think the Earth might swallow us whole now.”

			“I never said marriage has to be monogamous…”

			“There we go.”

			They laughed, narrowly avoiding the argument Stella could swear was brewing, and for one brilliant moment all tension dissolved. Friends. They could be friends. She had missed their back-and-forth like she missed the sun on her skin in gloomy damp London.

			“Don’t get me wrong,” she said when her giggles died down, “I’m really happy to be here. Liddy and Coop were made for each other and absolutely deserve their love to be celebrated.”

			“Even if it is a monogamous marriage…” Theo’s tone was playful enough to preserve the lightness between them. “And even if Coop sounds like a wild goose honking when she comes.”

			Undignified sounds of hysterics erupted from Stella’s throat. She was caught completely off guard by Theo’s comment, which, of course, was kinda the whole point. Another reference to the camping trip they’d taken twelve years ago when Liddy and Coop were still freshly dating and the sounds—and dialogue—coming from their tent that night. If it hadn’t been for the pure unadulterated awkwardness of the whole setup, would she and Theo have ruined their friendship then in the small space they had to share? The question popped in her mind from time to time, one of many what-ifs.

			Wiping away a tear from the corner of her eye, she finally managed, “We know way too much about our friends. Way, wa-ay too much. And you know what? I’m not sure that’s healthy.”

			“No, but doesn’t that make you believe in true love? Liddy’s still marrying her.”

			






    
            Chapter Four





			By the time Stella and Theo went back inside, Cole was nowhere to be found. They joined exhausted Liddy and Coop who had spent the night socializing with every single guest until even their boundless extroversion ran dry. Then, only one drink later, all of them did the adult thing by going to bed in a still decent hour so they would be well-rested for the big day.

			Only trouble was, sleep stubbornly refused to visit Stella. Her mind replayed the conversation with Theo over and over despite her best efforts to shut it down. It didn’t seem possible, but Theo had become even more handsome, and though the padding of youth was gone from her face, now more hard edges and straight lines than soft curves, she’d retained that ingenue quality girls went wild for. And Stella was, apparently, no different. If only she could be immune to Theo’s boyish charms… But she was just like the rest of them—a lamb to the slaughter.

			Resigned to her sleepless fate, she slid a hand into her panties, and conjured a memory of Theo and her making out. It was right after Stella’s first date with Jean, a woman who was perfect on paper but managed to make her feel none of the butterflies Theo did. Disappointed, Stella had sought out Theo and found her at a small concert of a local songwriter they both liked. Perhaps some particular brand of masochism pushed her into Theo’s arms over and over again even when she knew there’d be no resolution. At a certain point Stella had simply embraced frustration as the price for the short relief of kissing her. That night they had made out for hours, only stopping because Theo was in a relationship, and though sleeping with other people was fine with her girlfriend, Stella hated the thought of that being their first time.

			She hated a lot of things about that particular relationship—the nagging fear Theo was genuinely falling in love, the inferiority complex Theo’s highbrow girlfriend gave her, and most of all, the fact Theo was somehow capable of kissing her ferociously while Abbey was out at a book premiere or a lecture or something that same evening.

			But none of that mattered now, Abbey was long out of the picture and in Stella’s fantasy Theo was single and didn’t need to stop touching her. Orgasm was elusive and unlikely but the images in her mind served only one purpose: to distract her from the dull ache right in the middle of her chest. Like a meditation. Mind-over-matter it enough and for a few blissful moments she only saw Theo’s hand traveling down her body. But then the intrusive thoughts crept back in. In real life, Theo remained out of reach. All Stella had was a fantasy.
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        * * *

      

			The flash nearly blinded her and made her stop mid-sentence. Stella preferred the photographer focus on the happy couple, but being seated at their table came with surrendering certain boundaries. Liddy had requested only candids. That meant there would be no corny photos of the bridesmaids forming hearts with their arms, thank fucking God. But being photographed at random in the middle of catching up with her friends annoyed her to no end.

			The wedding ceremony was lovely and intimate. Mount Hood provided a beautiful backdrop for Liddy and Coop exchanging their vows. As Stella had predicted, Liddy was stunning in a floor-length dress with a slit that reached up to her hip and Coop wore a sage-colored suit that perfectly went with the theme. For the third time that weekend, Stella’s eyes watered when they said “I do.”

			Now finally seated and enjoying the food, the hectic energy of the day dissipated. Champagne was not hurting either.

			“My God, this chicken is delicious! Good call, babe.” Liddy’s eyes lit up as she brought the fork to her mouth. An unrestrained moan followed, which unfortunately reminded Stella of that camping trip twelve years ago. She barely hid a chuckle, eyes darting to Theo who had, apparently, experienced the same flashback. They shared a quick knowing glance. 

			“To be fair, we’d enjoy just about anything at this point,” Coop said around a bite of her own food. “We’ve been starving all day.”

			“Aww.” Sophie made a sad face. “I sneaked a little apple with peanut butter into Liddy’s room while she was getting her makeup done. But I guess the best man failed her duties.” Sophie cast a glance Theo’s way that was heavy with faux accusation.

			Sophie was nothing like what Stella imagined and everything she knew Zara needed. A lithe, soft-spoken yoga instructor who challenged Theo with grace and stood her ground when Liddy got argumentative over which way to peel a banana, Sophie now seemed like the obvious choice for Zara. Her Argentinian beauty must have been a bonus. Stella rarely liked women so feminine, but she did a double take when Zara introduced her.

			“I got her to the altar, that’s the best man’s duty.” Theo was unmoved by Sophie’s teasing. She grabbed her Champagne flute and brought it to her lips but not before tipping the glass in a silent toast.

			Stella snorted. “Like there was any real risk Coop wouldn’t make it.”

			“Hey, marriage is a big step, anyone can get the jitters.” Zara winked at Liddy. Earlier that day, as the maid of honor, she’d had to remind Liddy that she and Coop were already as good as married and signing a contract with the government wouldn’t change anything meaningful between them.

			A pang of jealousy had hit Stella then. In her absence, Liddy and Zara had grown closer. If Stella hadn’t abandoned Liddy for three years, today she would be the maid of honor. A petty concern. But it gnawed at her nonetheless. Having been replaced in Liddy’s heart stung. Even though she was the only one to blame for it.

			“Liddy?” Theo’s eyes widened. Gobbling up the rosemary chicken, Liddy remained visibly unbothered. Coop just raised her eyebrows in amusement but said nothing—ah, to be this secure in your relationship… “I don’t believe this. Now, Stella would be a runaway bride, that I can see.”

			Stella rolled her eyes but refused to acknowledge the jab, sipping her Champagne quietly. Theo was clearly teasing her based on their conversation last night.

			“I’ve been under a ton of pressure and haven’t had carbs in two months. I will cut you.” Liddy pointed her knife at Theo, half-serious half-joking, but failed to sound the least bit threatening with a mouth full of chicken and sweet potatoes.

			“And now, for the very first time, Mrs. and Mrs. Lydia and Clementine Cooper,” the DJ’s booming voice announced just as a luminous spotlight fell on the dance floor. Everyone hushed, slowly at first and then all at once.

			Liddy swallowed her food down and growled only loud enough for their table to hear. “Fuck, I told him no corny announcements.”

			“Yeah, and you did warn him you’re not taking my last name.” Ever the stoic where everyone else would fuss, now Coop seemed on the verge of annoyance. Not having finished their meal and likely still very much starving, Coop and Liddy walked hand in hand to the center of the room as the first notes of “Grow Old With Me” by Tom Odell began.

			This was their song and Stella watched them sway to the gentle rhythm that perfectly described the love between them—soft, cozy, unpretentious. They had grown in thirteen years. Liddy had finally learned to argue fairly, and Coop had stopped taking work home. So maybe…maybe relationships could work out if both people invested in them.

			“Are you going to start crying again?” 

			Stella turned to find Theo had occupied the seat Coop had left empty. Her eyes were gleaming. Infuriating. Stella’s breath hitched. She outwardly returned her attention to the happy couple in the middle of the dance floor. Her mind stayed with Theo. “Shut up.”

			“Age has made you sentimental, Stells.” Theo’s breath tickled Stella’s cheek. The tiny hairs on her arms rose. She wished she could shut her eyes and savor Theo’s closeness but that wasn’t what friends did.

			“It has made you sentimental, that’s for sure.” She finally found the courage to meet Theo’s gaze. “Have you planned your wedding yet?”

			“Down to the flowers.” Theo went along. “All that’s missing is the bride.”

			“Poor baby,” her tone was light enough to pass the comment as a joke. “I’m sure you’re not lacking for options, though.” Theo lowered her eyes. Long eyelashes cast shadows on her cheekbones. Stella’s gaze traced every outline.

			“Dance with me.” Theo stood up, extending an arm toward her with a corrupting smile. Without her noticing, the song had ended and another one had begun, and now more couples were pouring onto the dance floor. Liddy and Coop were trying to make their way back to the table only to be stopped by elderly relatives. Her gaze returned to Theo who towered over her, invitation still open. “For old times’ sake.”

			Ah, yes, the good old times. They would drunkenly sway to whatever song was playing in the club—a flimsy excuse to hold onto each other with wandering hands.

			Stella was such a sucker. She caved without a fight, letting herself be led to the center of the floor. Theo’s strong arms wrapped around her waist, pulling her closer but, unlike in the good old times, she kept a respectful distance between their bodies. Stella had danced with Coop much the same way. Friendly. Yes, friendly, except for the fluttering in her chest.

			“You’ve changed your perfume,” Theo noted somewhat out of the blue. Stella looked up to meet her eyes.

			“Do you like it?”

			“Sure. I liked the old one too.” Whatever she may have said, Theo seemed indifferent to Stella’s new signature scent. They danced in silence for a moment before she spoke again. “I like your hair.”

			Stella’s heart skipped a beat. Theo’s gaze was a caress starting at her roots and ending at the waves over her shoulders. She probably didn’t even remember her blond; it had been ages.

			“Thanks. I liked yours better before.” A silent ouch slipped Theo’s lips, her face feigning indignation. Stella chuckled softly, then looked out at the dancing couples around them. She liked running her fingers through Theo’s headful of untamed curls. But that was before. And now they were friendly. Liar. Her skin tingled where Theo’s shirt sleeves grazed her uncovered arms.

			“I missed you, Stells.” The distance between them shrunk as Theo pulled her closer and buried her face in the crook of her shoulder. Stella held in a gasp, her mouth going dry. She was taken aback by the tenderness. Passion between them was sudden and demanding—tenderness had never been part of the picture. Though she did love Theo. And Theo, she suspected, loved her back.

			Stella returned the embrace earnestly. “I missed you too.” She fully expected to hear You should’ve called then. But Theo just held her for a little longer, then pulled back and looked into her eyes with fondness and mirth.

			“You are my best friend. Well, technically Coop’s my best friend. But you’re my best girl friend.” Theo tilted her head in that endearing way she did when she joked, and Stella couldn’t help but laugh.

			“I’ll tell Coop you said that.”
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        * * *

      

			Cake cut and served, Liddy and Coop were out of duties for the night, finally enjoying dessert at their table. Coop had picked a delectable fudgy chocolate filling underneath the tons of white fondant and Stella was humming her approval just as David and Harry decided to join them.

			“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the two groomsmen of the gaypocalypse,” Zara announced with a face-splitting grin. She had a special bond with Harry—the only other person who could, once upon a time, outdrink her.

			“We’re here, we’re queer, we’ve come to say cheers.” Harry raised his flute and everyone, save for Zara, abandoned their forks and followed suit. The clinking of glasses drowned out the whoops and congratulations.

			“Took you long enough, boys,” Sophie said. “The cake’s all gone.”

			“And thank God for that. It goes directly to my hips.” Harry grimaced. 

			“I couldn’t whore around all night, though, believe me, I wanted to.” David braced himself against the back of Sophie’s chair. He looked right at Liddy. “Your cousin, Brian,” he kissed the tips of his thumb, middle and forefinger with an exaggerated sound, “can only say ‘Brava’ to the architect. Perfectly designed.”

			“Nooo.” Liddy looked positively shocked. “Brian?” David just shrugged coquettishly and reached for the lone strawberry on Stella’s plate.

			“Bridesmaids always get laid at weddings.” Theo lifted her glass to her lips, clearly referring to David and his most recent sexcapades. David winked her way, still chewing on the piece of fruit he had sneaked.

			“I’ve heard the best man does too,” Stella said, noting how it made Theo shift the knot of her tie from side to side with a soft chuckle. “Aww, c’mon, don’t be shy, hot stuff. You already have a hookup lined up. Don’t you?”

			Zara, Sophie, and Harry were engaged in a conversation, blissfully oblivious to the barely perceptible change in mood at the table. Liddy, Coop, and David were intensely focused on the exchange between Stella and Theo as playful as it seemed to be. Stella could imagine them sucking in a breath—Uh-oh, here goes. The pause between her remark and Theo’s response was heavy and charged.

			“You got me there, Stells.” Theo shrugged, her smile now strained. She did try, though, Stella had to give her that. She tried to keep it light. “And I bet there’s some hunk somewhere convinced she’s going upstairs with you later.”

			Stella held her gaze as she shrugged, half-jest, half-dare. “Bridesmaids always get laid at weddings.” Theo seemed to understand. They’d been playing this game for over a decade. Daring each other to say “stop” and always ending up watching the other go home with someone else.

			Stella surveyed the room—people were mingling again, done with the cake. Near the bar, she spotted just who she was looking for.

			She didn’t glance at Theo as she stood and made her way to the opposite side of the restaurant. Smoothing down her dress, she prepared to put on her best smile. Truth was, Cole made her nervous. Stella needed to gather whatever bravado she might have had before Andy had managed to extinguish the flames of her whilom seductiveness.

			Cole noticed her approaching and politely dropped her conversation. The predatory smile that curved her lips then as she took Stella in was precisely the confidence boost Stella needed. A shiver ran up her spine.

			“How do you feel about casual sex?” Stella’s question almost sounded theoretical.

			“Are you offering?” Swirling the liquid in her glass, Cole smirked. Stella felt the urge to bite her lip, but didn’t. She wasn’t some coy girl about to pretend she’d never done this before.

			“I heard bridesmaids always get laid at weddings,” she drew out every word. “And I’d hate to break with tradition.”

			“Glad to hear. I happen to be a traditionalist myself.” Cole was good at this. Their banter was exhilarating. It had been so long since Stella had shared this energy with someone—those were the dubious delights of a long-term relationship. Cole was resting her elbows on the bar, leaning back against it. The sleeves of her shirt were rolled up, revealing forearms Stella pictured flexing as Cole fulfilled needs left unmet for way too long. When their eyes met again, Stella knew she’d noticed her staring.

			“Oh, do tell, which traditions do you follow?”

			“Hmm…I’m partial to the kiss at midnight on New Year’s.” Cole looked up at the ceiling as if giving it some thought. “Blowing out the candles on my birthday. Don’t you dare tell me I’m too old for that.”

			“Would never.”

			“And chocolates on Valentine’s Day,” Cole said with an air of finality. “So yes. I do like tradition.”

			“It’s the string tethering us to our ancestors,” Stella said. Cole’s gaze had an intensity that made arousal trickle into her underwear. Cole’s lips twitched at the corners. The space between them filled with electricity as the silence stretched longer. She loved these moments before anything happened. She loved the way Cole’s eyes landed on the curve of her breasts, then traveled lower in shameless appraisal. It wouldn’t be long before Cole’s hands followed the same trajectory.

			“Where’s your friend tonight? The best man, right?” Cole asked, clearly referring to Theo.

			“She’s having cake.” Stella’s voice betrayed no emotion. She wanted to dispel any doubt in Cole’s mind about who it was she wanted to spend tonight with. “Like I said, she’s just a friend.” 

			






    
            Chapter Five





			The way Cole led her to her room had Stella shivering with anticipation. Their knuckles brushing softly as they walked side by side, Cole’s hand finding the small of her back—all building up to the moment Stella had pictured yesterday. Attraction crackled between them like static.

			Once inside, Cole closed the door and pressed Stella against the wooden surface, her mouth already stealing hungry kisses, hands roaming Stella’s sides, bunching up the silk. Stella somehow managed to get Cole’s suit jacket off her shoulders and undo the buttons of her shirt driven by breathless desperation. Where their skin touched little fires started.

			To say Cole was a good kisser would be an understatement. Confident and demanding, she claimed Stella’s mouth, making her moan and gasp for air. The last time Stella was kissed with so much desire it was…Theo. She brushed the thought away.

			Cole grabbed and tugged and squeezed her hips but did not progress much further and Stella throbbed uncomfortably, her arousal nearing the point of ache. Determined to speed up the process, she brought Cole’s hand to her breast and squeezed, only to have Cole break their kiss with a soft chuckle.

			“I see we like to top from the bottom,” Cole murmured against her lips.

			Stella rolled her eyes. “We wish we didn’t have to. But we,” Stella stressed, “like to get fucked. And we are getting so wet. If you don’t touch me, Cole, I swear to God—”

			Cole’s mouth was on hers in a flash, tongue immediately delving deep, silencing Stella’s idle threat and replacing it with a moan. Cole pulled the bridesmaid’s dress up to Stella’s hips before forcefully spreading her legs and thrusting forward. The move had Stella crying out. Her flimsy lacy thong had soaked through providing little barrier between her and the fabric of Cole’s trousers, now surely just as wet. The friction was torturous.

			“Here’s the thing.” Cole took the opportunity to lick her exposed throat. “You don’t tell me when to fuck you.” The statement was punctuated by another thrust providing the most delicious and still completely insufficient stimulation. God, she wanted Cole to fuck her with a strap-on just like that—hard and forceful, against the door. Another loud moan escaped her lips.

			“What if I say ‘please’? Where’s that gonna get me?” Stella’s voice was breathy. She was going out on a limb here. Cole seemed to approve. She found Stella’s breast and her thumb teased an already tight nipple.

			“Now that would be an improvement.” Cole was so smug Stella was tempted to misbehave a little just to see where that would get her. But Cole pushed forward again and she decided against it. She was too wet and needy to tease. The sounds she was making certainly left no room for doubt either.

			Without a warning, Cole stepped back and released her. The silk swiftly rolled down her legs again. Stella staggered, her breathing already shallow. She looked at Cole, mind clouded by confusion—what next?

			“When did you last get tested?”

			For some reason, that was not what she had expected. Dazed and aroused beyond all logic, she drew a blank.

			“Uh…” Right. She was single again. This is what it was going to be like from now on. Again. “A few years ago. But I was in a monogamous relationship and we both did, and…yeah. Didn’t have a reason to do it recently.”

			“Okay.” Cole seemed ready to accept her answer. “I did last month and three months before that. And I had no reason to since.”

			“Okay, good.” Stella stood there awkwardly, no longer backed against the door. Sex hadn’t been preceded by this conversation in years. If anything, sex had been preceded by other awkward questions like Can we watch Succession first? and Okay, do you want to start now, or…? Because I’m really trying to stick to a schedule.

			Cole pounced, capturing Stella in another deep kiss. Sex had rarely been preceded by this in the last three years. Stella moaned into her mouth.

			Hungry, open-mouthed kisses on her throat almost distracted her from Cole untying the thin belt around her middle. Cole’s warm hand traced a line from Stella’s breasts down her belly until it reached her mound and she rubbed her clit through the fabric. Opening her legs on instinct, Stella arched into the contact.

			But Cole clearly had other things in mind. She pulled back again, leaving Stella unsatisfied, and tugged the dress up. Stella raised her arms to let the garment be discarded. Naked, save for the lacy white thong, she shivered slightly. All she wanted was Cole’s warm body on hers.

			But Cole was making no moves to grant her wish. She took her time admiring Stella’s body, though “admire” was too soft of a word for the way Cole was looking at her. Cole’s gaze shamelessly lingered on Stella’s bare breasts. Stella knew they were fantastic—big, but not too big for her frame, rounded and perky. She never needed a bra to hold them up or shape them, she only wore one when she went running or just for the sexy element of lace on her skin.

			She didn’t have to wait too much longer for Cole’s attention. Licking, nibbling, and kissing, she got Stella’s nipples impossibly sensitive until a mind-numbing ache started between her legs. She really needed to be fucked. Right this instant.

			“You swear to God you’ll do what if I don’t touch you?” Cole’s voice was raspy with arousal. She was all blown out pupils and wrinkled shirt when she released Stella’s nipple to look up at her face.

			“I’ll go insane,” Stella implored breathlessly, urging Cole to go on, hands cradling her head. “Can you please fuck me now?”

			The smirk that curved Cole’s lips then was an unfair turn-on. And sure, Stella liked the subtle power dynamic…but testing Cole was so damn tempting. “Get on the bed.” Cole tugged the string of her thong, then let it snap back to Stella’s hip. “And take this off.”

			Stella stepped out of her strappy slip-on sandals and walked to the bed, grateful for the carpet underneath her tired feet. She could feel Cole’s eyes follow her. She sat on the edge, watching as Cole took off her tie and shirt to reveal a well-sculpted body that made her stomach clench with longing. Theo’s body was just as taut. Only leaner and softer. Fuck. No, no more thinking about Theo tonight. Not when Cole was so hot and commanding, and so damn sexy in nothing but charcoal trousers. Stella couldn’t wait to lick every inch of exposed skin. 

			But she had to fulfill Cole’s request first. She leaned back, slipped her thumbs under the thin white straps of her thong, and slowly slid the material off, raising her legs slightly bent at the knee. Cole hungrily took in the view. Stella had no doubt her glistening pussy was perfectly exposed in this position, but just to drive her point home she spread her legs once the lacy material hit the floor.

			Rapt and breathless, she watched as Cole walked to stand in front of her and started unbuttoning her slacks. She could feel a new gush of wetness drip out of her. What was it about hot butches undoing the fly of their pants? And out of fucking nowhere it was Theo’s fingers undoing the fly of her baggy Levi’s. The image flashed before Stella’s eyes, uninvited, her mind conjuring things that had never happened. Would never happen. She only managed to see Cole slide down the zipper before she fell back onto the soft cold comforter and squeezed her eyes shut in frustration. Mindlessly, her hand went to the wetness between her legs and she stroked her fingers up and down her slit in a habitual movement that always felt nice.

			“Tsk, tsk. You’ve been so good until now.” Cole hovered over her and pried Stella’s hand away. At the feeling of skin-on-skin, Stella moaned, wrapping her legs around Cole’s waist. That brought their hips flush together, slicking Cole’s abdomen with Stella’s juices. Every inch of her skin tingled and burned from the inside out.

			“I guess I’m sorry,” Stella breathed out, not the least bit apologetic.

			“You guess you’re sorry?” Cole taunted her, sounding more amused than disappointed, as her fingers traveled from Stella’s collarbones down to her navel.

			“Well…how sorry do I have to be?” Another attempt to test her. A hint of daring made her heart race as she writhed against Cole, urging her to grind her hips.

			“Stella.” It was all the warning she got before Cole sneaked a hand between their bodies. A helpless little moan fell from Stella’s mouth as Cole’s fingers parted her folds and stroked first her opening and then her clit. “You might want to reconsider.”

			Stella wanted to muster a witty comeback, but the words died on her lips as Cole caressed her most sensitive areas in what was becoming a pattern. She was so wet the touch was insufficient, more teasing than granting relief. It drove all rational thought out of her mind.

			“I want you inside me,” she finally said, half-moan, half-whimper.

			“Oh, do you?”

			“No, you don’t understand.” Stella thrust her hips to try and get firmer contact. “I need you inside me. Like, right now.”

			Only a dark chuckle followed her plea. Cole slowly planted kisses down Stella’s body, between her breasts, around her navel—until her tongue finally delved into swollen flesh wet and slippery with arousal. This was verging on torture. She could hear the blood rushing in her ears, the labored breaths she was drawing. The contact felt just short of enough. All she really needed right now was Cole’s fingers. But Cole insisted on dragging this out.

			“Okay. Fine. Please.” Stella panted at the suggestion of Cole’s tongue at her entrance. So damn close to where she needed her. “Please fuck me now. I need you inside me to come.”

			Cole lifted her gaze, lips wrapped around Stella’s already nearly painful clit. With a soft pop, she released her and, dropping the little game they had going, asked, “Really? You only come from penetration?”

			“Yes. I don’t know why, my clit is numb one moment and oversensitive the next…I just…” She had a hard time stringing words together with a mind clouded by desire and a gorgeous woman between her thighs.

			“That’s okay, tell me how this feels.” Cole finally, finally granted her wish and inserted one finger so slowly Stella felt every little push forward. A loud, revealing moan escaped her throat as her head rolled back. Jolts of pleasure reached every part of her body, down to her toes.

			“Incredible,” she said with a shaky voice. “I want more.” She was so wet at this point she could easily take three fingers or more. And she wanted to be fucked, not just pleasured. It had been so long since someone was a little rough with her. “Fuck me like you mean it.”

			If Cole had seemed mildly amused by Stella’s bossiness at the beginning, no trace was left of that humor now. Her breathing was uneven, her pupils dilated, as she climbed up Stella’s body. She settled between Stella’s spread legs, hand still working between their bodies now slicked with a sheen of sweat. She added a second finger, then when Stella moaned and pushed forward, a third.

			“Fuck, yes. Now can you—”

			But Cole was thinking faster than Stella could speak. She curled her fingers, stroking the raised spot inside that had Stella’s back arch and thighs begin to tremble. Renewed wetness smeared all over Stella’s inner thighs. Cole finally stopped stroking and, using her hips for leverage, thrust forward. All Stella could do then was meet her, mouth open in a silent scream.

			She was so, so close. Her skin was burning, her entire body vibrating—she was so incredibly worked up she could just burst.

			Cole drove inside her again and again, and again keeping up the tempo until sweat dripped from her forehead on Stella’s face and hair, and the bed cover beneath them. Her arm was beginning to shake. Stella was getting desperate and frustrated. Chasing away thoughts of Theo—images her mind was primed with since last night—took so much effort she couldn’t fully let go.

			“I—I don’t think I can,” she wailed. “Fuck, I’m so close.” She was near ready to sob.

			Cole slowed down, clearly more than a little exhausted. She captured Stella’s lips in a quick kiss before staring into her eyes. “Do you need something else? I can keep going.”

			Stella’s head tipped back with a disgruntled sigh. “It’s my stupid period. I’m one day before my period and it’s just really hard to come. It takes forever.”

			“But it’s not impossible?” As Cole asked the question, she stroked Stella’s G-spot again.

			“N-no but…it’s taken me up to an hour.” No one had stuck around long enough for that. Even Andy had given up eventually, leaving Stella to get herself off. 

			“I can go for an hour,” Cole murmured into her mouth.

			“Cole…” But her protest was silenced with a kiss.

			“Just let me…” Cole pulled out and switched their position so that Stella was straddling her lap. Her fingers quickly slipped back inside, resuming the pace that had driven Stella wild. “That’s better,” she breathed. “Now ride my fingers. I want to watch you come.”

			Fuck. That was better. Stella moved her hips to meet Cole’s steady thrusts, grabbing Cole’s forearm to hold her in place and offer support. It didn’t take long to get back to her high. The muscles of her thighs strained and burned to support her body—lifting her up and then lowering her on Cole’s fingers until they were buried to the knuckles—but it was a burn Stella was glad to ignore. Cole’s arm, though, shook through her valiant effort.

			Stella teetered on the edge of her climax. Every movement of their bodies, sweaty and slick with Stella’s wetness, every thrust of Cole’s hand, every shaky breath one of them drew, bringing her closer but never quite close enough. How was that even possible? She was so fucking turned on every little movement felt like fireworks. So where was the multi-break shell?

			“This would be easier with a strap-on…” Cole mused, her face buried in the valley between Stella’s throat and shoulder.

			“Fuck!” A long loud moan tore through her, her hips moving more desperately with a new flood easing the passage of Cole’s fingers. The image was just too tantalizing. The reality—sadly—impossible right now. “You had to say that.”

			Cole’s lips twisted in a smirk as she grabbed Stella’s face with her free hand, eyes dark with desire staring right into Stella’s soul. “You like that?” Cole’s thumb brushed Stella’s lips. She gave a meek nod. Her wetness was answer enough. “You want my cock, Stella?” Cole pushed her thumb into Stella’s mouth and Stella’s eyes rolled back, eyelids fluttering shut. Stella’s walls clenching around her fingers as if urging her to go on. “Do you want my big cock in your tight little pussy?”

			Stella squirmed, her movements erratic. Her heart beat against her chest like a trapped bird.

			“I asked you a question,” Cole said, pulling her thumb out of Stella’s mouth.

			“Yes! Yes, fuck, yes, yes…I want your cock in my pussy.” Stella was screaming. A bit more sober, she would be more considerate of their next-door neighbors. But with Cole’s fingers now slamming into her she was beyond such bourgeois concerns.

			“Oh, but, I think my cock will be a little too big for you.” Cole’s dirty talk was becoming down-right lewd and all Stella could do was grind her hips in a mindless display of approval, her pussy coating Cole’s entire hand and lap with hot juices. “I’ll have to make it fit somehow…Would you still want to take it?”

			Stella’s orgasm slammed into her and the room was swallowed in darkness like someone switched off the light. Every nerve ending in her body caught fire. She faintly heard her own scream as if through a wall, and the odd “yes” that kept mindlessly slipping her lips. Their shared friction never slowed down through the contractions that had her entire body tensing up until what felt like minutes rather than seconds later, exhausted, Stella slumped into Cole who held her with a strong arm around her waist. They stayed like that—Stella spent in Cole’s lap—for only a couple of moments before Cole pulled her fingers out and fell back on the mattress with a prolonged sigh. Gathering all her strength, Stella rolled off and onto her back, breathing like a marathon runner.

			“That was…” She couldn’t find the words. Her fingers trembled as she brushed drenched locks of hair out of her eyes. No one, not even Andy, had managed to make her orgasm a few days before her period. No one had the dedication. Not to mention the stamina. For a few gloriously long minutes she hadn’t thought of Theo once. And now she was. No, fuck that, Theo didn’t get to have a second more of her mental real estate.

			She rolled her head to look at Cole who was panting and shaking her wrist. “That was incredible.” She had never felt like saying “Thank you” after sex, but maybe now was the right moment.

			“I agree.” Cole looked very satisfied with herself. And Stella was going to make her even more satisfied. Turning on her side, she leaned over Cole and traced her breasts with the tips of her fingers, eliciting goose bumps. “You deserve just as mind-blowing an orgasm…” Stella trailed off suggestively, her hand reaching the waistband of Cole’s boxers.

			“Is that so?” Cole cocked an eyebrow.

			“Mhm…” If Cole liked foul language, she could unleash her own. “Would you like to come in my mouth?” Cole inhaled sharply as Stella moved to rub her through the boxers. “Because I feel like giving you a really wet,” she circled Cole’s clit through the cotton, damp and sticky with a mixture of Cole’s arousal and her own, “really sloppy blowjob.” Cole’s deep throaty groan told Stella she had judged her word choice correctly. 

			“How do you want me?” Cole’s thighs trembled ever so slightly. Was she leaving this up to her? Huh. Stella hadn’t been prepared for that development. She quickly scanned the room then crawled up on the bed until her back hit the long sturdy headboard.

			“Right here, cowboy. Take those off.” She could get used to calling the shots. But judging by Cole’s little smirk as she stood to remove the soaked boxers, she would have to savor the brief moments that were afforded.

			Cole moved until her knees were on either side of Stella’s thighs and her clit was inches from her lips. Spreading herself with one hand, Cole weaved her fingers in Stella’s hair and brought her face closer. 

			“The thing about blowjobs,” Cole pulled Stella into her pussy and braced herself on the headboard, “is that you’re not in charge.”

			Stella moaned into the hot slick flesh that filled her mouth as Cole’s words and her musky, salty taste went right to her head. Even if she had had any ambitions of teasing Cole before, now all she could do was let her fuck her mouth and lap at the juices that coated her face with every flick of her tongue.

			She loved Cole’s fist in her hair, the way she moaned and groaned. She craned her neck to access the source of Cole’s wetness and circled the quivering hole with her tongue. The response she got—a shaky gasp and a jolt of Cole’s hips—made her plunge inside.

			“You’re so fucking good at this.” A strangled sound followed Cole’s praise. Stella pressed her thighs together, a new wave of arousal making her ache for relief. Unbelievable. “Now suck me off,” Cole commanded.

			Stella immediately complied, abandoning Cole’s entrance in favor of wrapping her lips around Cole’s clit. She sucked her in, sweeping her tongue over the sensitive bundle of nerves.

			“Just like that. Fuck.” Cole bucked against Stella’s ministrations again and again. Her movements more forceful, her fingers gripping Stella’s hair to the point of pain. She was on the brink, Stella could tell by the quivering of her thighs and the renewed wetness pouring out of her, dripping down Stella’s chin. “Be a good girl and swallow, Stella.”

			Fuck. Stella’s eyes shut tight. That one little order sent an electric impulse down her body. Cole’s words and movements and moans were such a turn-on. Stella could feel Cole’s building orgasm in the pit of her stomach, like it was her own. She diligently sucked Cole’s clit until she felt her climax hit. Hot wet release filled her mouth and coated her chin. The wave of satisfaction that washed over Stella made her muscles go limp as if she was the one who’d just tumbled over the edge.

			Moments later, Cole withdrew and a long shiny thread of spit extended between her clit and Stella’s lips. Stella brought her forefinger to her mouth, collecting the evidence of their passion on her way, and sucked under Cole’s gaze.

			“You are…so sexy.” Cole bent forward to capture Stella’s lips in a kiss that did nothing to quell her simmering arousal.

			“You are too. I like that you’re not shy about getting what you want from me.” It took her a minute to catch her breath before she slid down the bed to lie on her back beside Cole.

			She was both entirely satisfied and yet frustrated by the soft throbbing between her legs. It had been so, so long since one good orgasm wasn’t enough, but that blowjob had left her wanting more.

			As if reading her mind, Cole said, “Oh, don’t think we’re done yet.”

			“We’re not?”

			“Not even close.” Cole drew a path from Stella’s ribs to the trimmed curls on her mound and made her shiver. “I told you. I can keep going…”

			






    
            Chapter Six





			Still exhausted after her night with Cole and running on very little sleep, Stella tiptoed out of the room, holding her shoes and thong. She quietly walked to her own room, not much farther down the hall. She dropped everything on the floor and tugged the dress over her head—a shower was in order.

			Liddy had a whole spa day organized for the gang with a simple premise: I want you to spill everything that happened this weekend, the bride requires to be entertained. Stella smiled, giddy at the thought of sharing the inside scoop with her best friend. It hadn’t happened in years. She used to tell Liddy everything, no detail too trivial. And now Liddy would get an earful about Cole’s impressive performance.

			Stella put her bikini on, a high-leg set in sunny yellow, shot a quick text to Mom to check if insomnia kept her up again all night and ask about Dad’s latest renovation project, grabbed her towel, and headed downstairs hoping for breakfast. She found Liddy, Coop, and Zara by the pool and though it wasn’t exactly a breakfast spread, the croissants and coffee they were sharing looked perfectly tempting.

			“I’m starving,” she announced, taking a pastry from the heap on the chaise lounge where Liddy and Zara sat, pool water already dripping from them both.

			“Someone worked up an appetite.” Zara’s cheeky wink elicited a huge smile from Stella. Memories of last night flooded her again.

			“Guess you could say that…” She bit her lip, uncharacteristically coy. “But my adventures got nothing on the first wedding night our newlyweds must’ve had.” Stella’s voice got singsong and her teasing made Liddy blush a little and exchange a glance with Coop. “Lydia Madden, you vixen!”

			“I’ll admit I had a hot as hell lingerie set for the night, but…it was totally Coop who deserves the applause.” Liddy raised both hands in the air, spreading all ten fingers, then only left two of them up, mouthing the words. 

			Stella’s jaw slowly dropped. “Liddy, how are you even down here?” Her incredulity only grew when Coop just smirked and shrugged, clearly self-satisfied beyond what good manners called for.

			“And most importantly, how are you down there…” Zara wondered aloud.

			“With difficulty.” Liddy winced as she laughed, answering first Stella, then turning to address Zara. “And—sore.”

			“What are we talking about?” Theo’s voice made Stella turn with her whole body. Theo’s messy curls and heavy-lidded eyes were both adorable and sexy, on top of hinting at the kind of night she’d had. Conflicted feelings filled Stella’s chest, not for the first time that weekend.

			“Liddy’s twelve consecutive orgasms,” Zara said, but Stella’s attention was still captured by Theo. Theo’s gaze languidly traveled down her bikini-clad body before she seemed to realize what she was doing and turned her attention to Liddy.

			“Sounds like one hell of a wedding night.” Theo looked at Coop with a silly grin and exchanged a fist bump. “Glad to hear you’re taking my marriage advice to heart.”

			Liddy rolled her eyes. “Don’t need you to remind us to ‘keep fucking,’ Theo.” She swatted Theo with a towel. “That was poetic, by the way. My grandma was particularly touched.”

			“Always the romantic,” Coop said.

			“Well, now we have established everyone got laid last night…” Liddy trailed off. Theo’s eyes darted to Stella. If Theo hadn’t gone on and on over the years about how she never experienced the unenlightened, plebeian emotion of jealousy, Stella would swear that was exactly what she saw there.

			“Not everyone,” Zara said. “Some of us are very preggo and very uncomfortable.”

			“Aww, sweetie,” Liddy cooed and reached out to hold her hand. “Still nauseous all the time?” Zara simply gave a solemn nod. “I hope you and Sophie get back to speed soon.”

			“God, me too! The woman’s a smokeshow and I can’t even appreciate her these days.” Zara forced a piece of pastry into her mouth with visible distaste.

			The croissants soon disappeared as they fell into the lull of familiarity. Sophie joined them, late to the party but fully rested in contrast to the rest of them, and Stella simply sat back and enjoyed being among friends. A lot of things were new—Liddy and Coop were married, Zara was coupled up and expecting, Sophie had joined the gang—but the jokes were old and it felt sweetly sentimental and warm. Even Theo’s veiled flirtations and the gang’s trained obliviousness felt like finding a favorite childhood blanket.

			“Guys, I’m going to the sauna, anyone?” Stella stood from the chaise lounge she’d claimed and wrapped a towel around her body.

			“I’m actually thinking of dipping into the pool again. Seems to help with the general discomfort,” Zara said. 

			Sophie started rubbing her back sympathetically. “I’m coming with, baby.”

			“Sauna sounds great. I’m all done with the pool for today.” Liddy stood as well, dusting croissant flakes from her thighs and belly.

			Theo made a motion to join them, but Coop swiftly placed a hand on her shoulder. “Nuh-uh, you and me, outside.” Coop’s voice was low, but the volume was sufficient for everyone else to hear, not just Theo.

			Stella frowned. What was that about? But Liddy was already dragging her to the sauna.

			Just like around the pool, they were the only ones there. Liddy had gone to great lengths to book this spa day just for them. Her thoughtfulness was endearing, and pangs of regret hit Stella—for three years she’d let Liddy think they were through.

			After turning down every Zoom invitation with an “I can’t make it” and leaving one too many messages on “seen,” she wasn’t surprised the gang had stopped trying. She had practically pushed them away, one conversation-stopping response at a time. But the distance must’ve felt particularly hard on Liddy. Stella had gone from texting her about every trivial detail of her day (I got chicken salad for lunch from that place with the hot barista) to small talk once in a blue moon to, ultimately, radio silence.

			“Liddy, I want you to know that—”

			“Now spill about Cole.” Liddy seemed to have heard and ignored her. The thought she was, despite the warm welcome, still mad at her crossed Stella’s mind. But Liddy smiled and squeezed her hand, and Stella got the message: no apology needed, just be my friend again.

			Stella slumped back on the bench. “Cole was a ten out of ten.”

			“Details, girl.” Liddy sat with her feet touching and her knees falling open, back leaning against the taller bench behind them.

			“Well, you know how hard it is for me to come a day or two before my period…”

			“Yes, you are God’s bravest soldier.”

			Stella slapped Liddy’s thigh playfully, eliciting a delighted giggle. “Cole really impressed. Three times…” Liddy simply whistled in response, her expression saying it all. “Yep. Showed some re-e-al dedication. And, she did that thing that only Stephanie had figured out and I still can’t do on myself.”

			“That thing with the fingers?”

			“Mhm. I wish I could teach myself so I can then teach the future love of my life how to give me cervical orgasms. I really can’t imagine spending my life with someone who doesn’t.” Stella was only half-joking, but the way Liddy poked her in the ribs made her crack and titter.

			“Glad you have your priorities clear. No, but for real, I’m so jealous.”

			“Says the woman who came twelve times last night.”

			“Yeah, but those were all clitoral orgasms…I wish my vagina cared for—well, any sort of stimulation at all. And Coop’s really giving it her best…You know she likes to plow me like a field in November.” Liddy’s pout was almost comical. Stella had never been able to talk like that with anyone else. The effortless closeness that had always existed between them was still there, still intact.

			“I know and I wish I didn’t.”

			Liddy poked her in the ribs again. “I just wish it worked for me like it does for you. It turns me on, but orgasming from it sounds like a bit of stretch.”

			“Pun not intended?” Stella laughed at Liddy’s faux indignation. “Well, I wish my clit wasn’t broken. That’s the first stop for everyone I sleep with, then they’re shocked I can’t come that way. Remember how Jess stopped going down on me because in her words, it was pointless?” Stella formed quotation marks with her fingers. Liddy groaned and they laughed at the memory, now just a silly story of the past.

			“But it sounds like Cole picked up fast…”

			“Oh, yeah. And she bossed me around the whole time, just how I like it—you know, with that there will be consequences tone…” Stella deepened her voice in a light-hearted reproduction. Liddy started fanning herself, mostly in jest.

			“Yum. She does look the type. Very suave.”

			“Did you say ‘suave’?”

			“Sure did.”

			“Goofball.”

			They laughed and Stella’s heart sank again. She stole a guilty glance at Liddy who was relaxing, legs now folded under her butt. How could she possibly have left Liddy for three years? Not even a message on Christmas after those first lackluster attempts at staying in touch.

			“So will you see her again?” Liddy asked, interrupting Stella’s mental self-flagellation.

			“No, I don’t think so. It was a one-night thing.” Stella shrugged staring at the small bumps in the wall in front of them.

			“Why not?”

			Silence stretched long. Stella gathered the courage to look Liddy in the eye, knowing damn well that she would immediately pick up on her inner conflict. She wanted to see more of Cole but…but Theo had once again awakened all the confusing, impermissible feelings Stella had grappled with before she had left. And now on top of the still fresh wound from her breakup with Andy, it was simply too much.

			Liddy bit her lip sympathetically, having read her just fine. “You never told me what happened with Andy.”

			Stella exhaled loudly and slumped back against the taller bench. “She proposed. I…I wasn’t ready. To be fair, I don’t think I ever will be. Guess I’m not really the marrying kind.”

			“That’s something coming from the girl who spent her twenties looking for the One…” Liddy tenderly bumped her shoulder, urging her to share more.

			“Yeah, well. Turns out I’m just a serial monogamist with a romantic streak.” Stella chuckled softly, then added with more seriousness, “There’s something suffocating about that kind of relationship. I kept feeling trapped, hopeless. Sorry!” She hoped she looked as apologetic as she felt when she realized she was talking to a woman who had just yesterday tied the knot.

			“Oh, please.” Liddy dismissed her guilt with a wave of her hand. “I don’t feel trapped in my relationship, so I don’t take it personally. But you sure that had nothing to do with a certain curly-haired Casanova known to look at you like a lost puppy hoping to get adopted?”

			“Aww, you had to paint that picture, didn’t you!” She made a sad face at the image of the hypothetical lost puppy with Theo’s big hazel eyes.

			“Well, am I on to something here?”

			“Theo and I would never work out and you know it as well as I do.” She hugged her knees and rested her head on them. They had been through this time and time again—Stella rehashing all of the reasons a relationship between her and Theo was out of the question and Liddy agreeing to every single point.

			“Doesn’t mean you stopped thinking about it. The heart wants what the heart wants as they say.” The unpleasant heat of shame rose to Stella’s cheeks. Yeah, she hadn’t stopped thinking about it. Last night wasn’t even her worst offense. She had thought about Theo in bed with Andy too.

			She looked into Liddy’s eyes for what felt like an eternity, then summoned the bravery to finally ask, “Did Theo miss me?”

			“You’re kidding, right?” Liddy’s laughter stirred Stella’s indignation—this was certainly not a joke to her. Liddy seemed to sense it and went on. “Theo has been grumpy ever since. Grumpier, that is. You two, I swear. Giving me a headache since 2010. You obviously can’t get over each other.”

			“If only she could stop fucking every attractive woman in Portland long enough for me to get enough of her and finally start living my life…” Stella released an exasperated groan.

			“Do you really think that’s how it works? A few fucks and you’ll be done?” Skepticism colored Liddy’s tone, though she put on her most empathetic expression, like talking to a child. It made Stella want to argue, to prove her point.

			“Absolutely.” She raised her voice defensively. “One year is all I’m asking. One year of monogamous, good old-fashioned nonstop fucking and I’ll be on my merry way to my post-Theo life. That’s how long the honeymoon phase lasts anyway, and then it’s all downhill from there.” Stella winced and clapped a hand over her mouth. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—”

			“No offense taken, ’cause you’re obviously so full of shit.” Liddy never minced words with her, but somehow she always managed to sound affectionate. “You spent ten years pining over each other, I don’t think a one-year sex marathon will be anywhere near enough.”

			“Well, what are my other options?”

			“Meet someone new. Look, it didn’t work with Andy because it didn’t work with Andy. Doesn’t mean it won’t work with anyone else. I firmly believe we all have more than one chance at love.” Liddy seemed very confident about her proposed solution and it wasn’t the first time she’d pushed Stella into the arms of someone new.

			Stella had relied on this strategy for the better part of a decade, always chasing the illusionary woman who would finally release her of her obsession with Theo and always ending up where she started. So instead of arguing this time she teased her. “I’ll tell Coop you said that.”

			“Coop would want me to find happiness again if she died.”

			“But only if she died. ’Cause if you guys get divorced, I’ll lose what little is left of my faith in love.”

			Liddy smiled and squeezed her hand. “Let’s get out of here, I’m all nice and stewed.”

			Stella just now noticed how heated her own skin was and how much she had sweated. They stood to leave, but before Liddy could open the door to the outside world, Stella grabbed her forearm to stop her. She needed to say what had been on her mind for days before they rejoined the others. Liddy turned and started waving her off again, having correctly guessed her intentions, but Stella was quicker this time.

			“Just hear me out, okay?” Liddy relented, so Stella continued. “I love you and I’ve missed you and not a day went by without me thinking about you. You are my best friend and what I did was so shitty, and so cowardly, I can’t begin to explain it. I’m sorry. I really am. So, so sorry. I wanted to get away from everything, I was just so done with it and you…well, you were a constant reminder of this life I had here and it was so painful to hear about you and Coop and Zara and Theo all hanging out together. Like I said, that was incredibly cowardly of me. I could’ve tried harder, I know you did. Liddy, I…I’m sorry. You deserved at least an explanation. At least that.”

			Stella finally stopped speaking; she’d made a complete mess of the apology that sounded perfect in her head before it was out in the open. Liddy seemed to deliberate over her response. She looked down at their hands—Stella had clasped her hand and just now noticed—and then back up with an expression of mild annoyance. She had clearly been perfectly fine pretending the last three years hadn’t happened, why did Stella have to go and bring it up?

			“Yeah, you did fuck up…It was painful to feel you slip out of my life like that. But I accept the apology and really, it was not needed. Like. I get it. I figured you didn’t want the constant reminder. Honestly, I could’ve tried harder too. But I didn’t. We could’ve talked, we’ve always talked. But this time we didn’t. So…I’m sorry too. And I love you, and I missed you. In fact, I missed you so much Coop implied I should get into grief counseling.” Despite the dire tone of her last admission, Liddy just shrugged. “Don’t disappear on me again, promise? Skipping town on Theo I get, but I’m your best friend. And that’s forever.”

			“I promise.” Stella held up her pinkie, solemn. Liddy wrapped her own around it and then pulled her into a rib-crushing hug. They stayed like that—Stella’s conscience finally cleared—until someone opened the door and cool air from the outside invaded their cozy little moment.

			“You know, Coop, some women would be jealous if their wife was so close with her bestie.” Theo stood there with a wide silly grin. Stella rolled her eyes, picturing herself and Liddy from her point of view—bikini clad, sweaty and in a fierce embrace.

			“Your philosophy is rubbing off on me,” Coop returned, a good-hearted jab at Theo.

			






    
            Chapter Seven





			Theo waited for Stella near the modern apartment building in Pearl District, already charming the real estate agent—a petite, blond, all-American woman whose age could’ve been anywhere between twenty-six and forty-nine. Theo wasn’t Stella’s first choice. But since Liddy and Coop were lazing around on the beaches of Tulum, Theo was the next best thing.

			Having noticed Stella approaching, Theo waved in greeting. Adriana, the agent, turned and beamed at her, a practiced customer-pleasing smile.

			“Sorry I’m late. The light in the Airbnb bathroom went off and I had to shower in the dark and turns out, that’s not very easy…” Reality was too poor of an excuse, but she hadn’t come up with a better one on the way here. Her face grew warmer when Theo smirked knowingly—this kind of thing happened to her all the time and Theo used to tease her relentlessly about it.

			“That’s okay. Happens to the best of us,” Adriana reassured her, clearly not too invested. “Now that you’re both here, let’s get this tour started, shall we?”

			On their way through the lobby, Theo leaned in and whispered in Stella’s ear, “I can change that light bulb for you later if you want.” It would’ve been sweet of her to offer had she done so without the taunting tone.

			Stella decided to tease her a bit in return. “Oh? Is that because I’m a helpless little femme? Very heteronormative of you.” She stumbled on the word “heteronormative,” was that the one she’d heard Theo throw around? Or was it heteropatriarchal? It didn’t seem to matter—Theo took the bait like a champ with a little snort of laughter.

			“Yep, that’s the one. I can’t help imitating sexist attitudes to validate my own identity.”

			Stella was just thinking of a clever comeback when her attention was captured by the onset of Adriana’s impassioned speech about all of the building’s convenient amenities. After taking the elevator and walking down a long hallway, they finally reached the apartment, Adriana still going on and on about the miniature city of a residence complex.

			Stella tuned her out in favor of taking in the place. Small but not crammed, the furnishings were new and minimalist just like she remembered from the photos. But it felt like something was missing. Despite the occasional pop of color and the copious amounts of light streaming in from the windows, the place simply lacked soul.

			“Looks nice,” Theo commented in a low voice, inspecting the street view from the living room. 

			Stella grimaced. “You think? I kinda hate the kitchen counters…”

			Adriana interrupted before Theo could agree that the grayish-brown color of the counters was rather distasteful. It’d certainly seemed different on the website. “Let me show you the bedroom. It’s very sunny and welcoming.”

			Something in the way Adriana spoke and looked at them made it seem she operated under the mistaken premise Theo and Stella were a couple looking to move in together. Stella made no effort to correct her unspoken assumption—it was, after all, unspoken.

			Adriana opened the closet doors to show how much storage room there was, then commented on the beautiful view of the trees lining the sidewalk below. In a couple of minutes, she tactfully moved to the living room to give them space to explore on their own.

			Theo immediately took that opportunity to plop down on the bed and Stella promptly followed. The bed was the most important part of a bedroom. She had to at least try to imagine what it would be like snuggling here at night.

			“Ugh, a spring mattress?” It was Theo’s turn to grimace. “Who even buys those anymore?”

			“I can change the mattress,” Stella reasoned. This wasn’t the place she’d call home, but a mattress could be changed if need be. “Though, I do think the sound of springs creaking is very sexy…” She watched as the ghost of amusement and curiosity passed over Theo’s face.

			Theo wasted no time rebounding on the mattress, wiggling her eyebrows at Stella. Her bouncing produced no sound of creaking, the bed clearly brand new like everything else in the apartment, but Stella burst out laughing.

			“Getting turned on, Stells?”

			“Dangerously close to an orgasm.” Stella wiped away a tear from the corner of her eye, as her laughter died down.

			“Huh, we’ve been there before…” Though it was a joke, Theo’s voice got softer, the implication heavy in the way she trailed off. Stella chose not to reply—anything she said would lead them to a place there was no coming back from. Instead, she got off the bed and told Adriana she was ready to see the next apartment.

			The one in Sulivan’s Gulch was marginally better. The same style of Scandi minimalist furniture, the same huge windows that let lots of light in, the same apartment complex community with the gym and the café, and everything else. Stella nursed a huge dislike for these self-sustaining structures that made it possible to never even leave your building. But apparently, they were all the rage now. The memory of the cute little townhouse she used to share with Andy, on a colorful street with a cozy bakery just around the corner, was laced with bitter nostalgia. 

			Then Adriana took them to the third and final place Stella had asked to see. A ten-minute walk away from Downtown, sparsely furnished, with a mattress on the floor, walk-in closets, and an uninspiring view of the neighbors. Not ideal. But it had character. Stella could picture herself painting the walls and buying furniture. And the building was nice, just an old-fashioned blue block with a bunch of bikes parked outside and, thankfully, no gym.

			“It’s the last one, isn’t it?” Theo asked on their way back to Stella’s car. She had this uncanny knack for reading her—Stella had made no decision yet. Even in her own mind, the logical part of her was battling the sentimental. She could get so much done in those modern apartment buildings… And it would be easy having a gym downstairs—rainy fall days were just around the corner and it would be miserable jogging on those foggy mornings.

			“I don’t know…Didn’t it look a little old? And those kitchen appliances—kinda drab,” Stella said, arguing more with her own impulses than with Theo.

			“You love it. The ‘drab’ appliances only make it better. I saw you salivating when you spotted that crack in the wall. You want to wear denim overalls and paint the ceiling in the bedroom blue.”

			“Yeah? And stick some of those fluorescent stars on it?”

			“Exactly.”

			The idea appealed to her even if she hadn’t thought of it at the time. She drove in silence for a while, considering her options—she could keep looking, but that meant finding a new Airbnb and moving all her stuff. Yet again. No, she was ready to settle down in her own place. Well, a place she rented for more than just now.

			“Will you help me paint the ceilings?” she asked eventually. She could feel Theo break into a smile.

			“Of course. And I’ll help you stick the stars.”

			“In constellations?”

			“You might be asking a bit much.”

			Stella’s laughter rang over the radio. For a moment, she could swear Theo’s arm twitched to extend over the console between them. But the contact never happened.

			On their way to the Airbnb, they stopped at the hardware store for a light bulb—Stella had decided to take Theo up on her offer. Once in the small one-bedroom, Theo held the flashlight of her phone up and supported Stella on a chair in the middle of the tiny bathroom. Her hand on Stella’s bare leg felt downright sinful. And she was only touching her calf.

			“Now take the light bulb off. Lefty-loosey, righty-tighty,” Theo patiently instructed from below. Stella gave her an incredulous look. Without saying a word in response, she returned her focus on the task at hand. Theo’s long warm fingers wrapped around the part below her knee had to be ignored.

			A few rotations in the right direction yielded results. Stella handed the light bulb to Theo. “Now what?”

			“Now you replace it with the new one,” Theo said, all matter-of-fact.

			“Just like that?” It was hard to believe something she had avoided for so long could be so trivial. There had to be a catch. Like maybe she needed to figure out the proper position or it wouldn’t make contact and light wouldn’t…happen?

			“Just like that. Righty-tighty.”

			Stella gave it a try, hesitantly. Another couple of rotations and the light bulb was secured in the socket. Theo helped her down the chair. Her hand held Stella’s in a firm grip that surely wasn’t supposed to feel as charged as it did. Then Theo flicked the light switch on. 

			Miracle! Warm yellow glow filled the bathroom—a testament to Stella’s feat.

			“I can’t believe it. I did it!” She was almost out of words and felt the impulse to jump for excitement. She had to text Mom. She’d shied away from this for all her adult life only to realize it was a two-minute job.

			“You did it, Stells.” Theo looked at her with quiet affection and pride, rather than the derision she’d met in others and that made not hugging her very, very difficult. Stella managed to resist, however, and only grinned in return. “Can I ask why you’ve never changed a light bulb?”

			“Well, you know how there are so many jokes like ‘How many therapists does it take to change a light bulb’? I figured it must be something reasonably more difficult.” Stella followed Theo who carried the chair back to the two-person dining table in the living room.

			“And you never thought to check?” Standing only a few inches away from her, Theo had that twinkle in her eye that Stella knew concealed no hidden mockery, just sincere amusement. The space between them felt simultaneously too much and not enough. But Stella couldn’t, for the life of her, take a step back and break the spell.

			“No, I’ve never had to. At home…I mean, back in London, Andy was the one who took care of stuff like that. And before that, believe it or not, I never had a light bulb die on me. Well, it happened once, but I was still living at home and Dad fixed it.” They stood in silence before Stella finally looked away. She spotted her phone on the dining table, grabbed it and said, “Okay, so one vegetarian for you…one mushroom for me.”

			“Sure you don’t wanna share?” Theo cleared her throat. She plopped down on the plush rug in front of the couch, resting her forearm on one knee.

			“No way. I’m hungry enough to have my very own pizza.” Stella placed the order and tossed her phone on the couch before sitting cross-legged next to Theo and letting her head fall back on the large cushion behind her. “You know, sometimes I feel like I’m only barely an adult. I look at my car and I go ‘I can’t believe they let me drive this all alone.’ Or when the light bulb dies, I’m like ‘Well, surely now someone should step in.’ When I was with Andy, it never really crossed my mind. And before that…well, I was in my twenties, I was allowed to be a mess.”

			“You’re not a mess, Stells.” Theo’s tone was soft and soothing. Her hand covered Stella’s and her fingers slowly rubbed Stella’s knuckles in sensuous circles. The gesture was completely innocent. The goose bumps it elicited were not. “You just have your head in the clouds.”

			“Are you calling me an airhead?” Stella snorted softly, eyes lifting from where Theo’s thumb still stroked her suddenly sensitive skin.

			“No. You’re just one of those creative types.”

			“That’s a nice way of putting it. I’ll take it.” Her voice trembled. It was almost imperceptible. But Theo’s touch was doing things to her a mere caress was not supposed to do. Yet she made no move to hide away from it, longing for every little contact.

			“Do you miss Andy?” One of those classic Theo questions—concern mixed with affection. She might be happy Andy was out of the picture, but she certainly wouldn’t be happy if it had caused Stella heartbreak. In fact, if Stella said yes, Theo would be searching for the earliest flight to London. But it was more complicated than that.

			“Sometimes. I do miss the comfort of knowing what the next twelve months of my life will look like.” Stella’s thoughts were redirected from Theo’s casually intimate touch to the London townhouse that had witnessed all of her bitter tears and boredom. “And at the same time I hate it, does that make sense? I remember one evening before we split up I was washing the dishes and this sudden…weariness just…I bent over the sink crying my soul out. I was so profoundly unsatisfied. I was thinking, is this it? Is love supposed to feel like this? Am I doing it wrong?”

			Stella’s vision got blurry. Andy was in the other room rewatching some sit-com from the eighties. Thoughtlessly unaware of how miserable Stella was. Completely clueless on the other side of the huge rift that had opened between them.

			And Stella had felt so ashamed. Gemma had told her, this is what love was like after the sparks sparked out. So if Stella couldn’t deal, well, maybe she was looking for the wrong thing altogether, never to be satisfied with the reality of a long-term relationship. But was love supposed to feel so lonely?

			“She proposed,” Stella said. “The cliché ring-at-the-bottom-of-the-Champagne-flute thing.”

			Theo snorted humorlessly. “If she were smart, she would’ve asked Liddy. Or hell—me. Or, better yet, she would’ve made an effort to get to know her girlfriend.” Behind Theo, the last rays of the setting sun covered the street in a late August glow that carried the melancholy of the ending summer.

			“That’s the thing, she didn’t really know me. I never really felt…seen. How can you be so careless when your partner, the person you said you wanted to marry, is unhappy with you? If you asked her, I was the love of her life. But how was I feeling? What was I thinking? Complete mystery to her. And it’s not for a lack of sharing on my part. I tried so hard.” Stella remembered all of the podcasts she used to listen to—from therapy talk to Christian conservative marriage advice. Not that she was a Christian…or a conservative. But there was no avenue she wasn’t willing to explore to make that relationship work. Including yes, honey-ing her way into happiness if that was what worked. But nothing had worked.

			“I tried to talk to her in so many different ways. I was direct, I was sweet, I was delicate, I tried dropping hints, I tried acting differently, I tried everything,” Stella looked into Theo’s eyes imploringly. She needed someone to finally understand. She had been a good girlfriend. She had done her part. “And I felt so guilty.”

			“What’d you feel guilty for, Stells?” Theo’s index finger gently brushed away a tear from the corner of Stella’s eye. Stella hadn’t even noticed when her grief had spilled over, but now her tears flowed easily, prompted by Theo’s tenderness.

			“For quitting.” Her voice trembled. “For falling out of love with her. For walking out.” Stella exhaled with exhaustion. In the weeks since their separation she hadn’t revisited her feelings. For the first time, she realized how overwhelming her guilt had been all of those years. “I thought it was my fault. I thought if only I found the right way to say things, to…to get her to hear me, to understand me. And then when it was clear she wouldn’t, I tried to be happy with what she offered, I really did. I really did. But I couldn’t. I just couldn’t be happy.”

			Stella sobered up. Anger took the place of defeatist rumination. She had been a good girlfriend. She had given it her all. She had been kind and generous and patient.

			When Andy did something hurtful, she never accused her. She brought it up gently, to seek repair, not to tear her down. When Andy got cold and distant, she tried to give her the space she needed—despite how much Stella herself needed comforting. And when Andy stopped trying, Stella’s search history reflected a woman determined to “bring the spark back” one lacy thong at a time. And when nothing worked, Stella tried to mold herself into someone else—someone who simply needed less. But she failed. By the time she walked out, she was at her wit’s end.

			“You know she only apologized to me three times in our entire relationship?” She raised her voice to make a point. It was still unbelievable. Was that as odd as she thought? Or had she lost her mind? Was she, like Andy had suggested, simply being petty? “One of those, I told her I wouldn’t speak to her until she apologized in a meaningful way. Not the ‘I’m sorry you feel this way’ crap but a real apology. She came to me and read robotically from a script on her phone. Not her own script. An apology she’d found on Google. I don’t need a script to take accountability for the part I played in hurting someone’s feelings. Or, fuck, I don’t know, how about just validating their feelings of hurt?

			“I know I’m not supposed to wish she were more like me, but…She lacked the skill. She just lacked the skill to say ‘I’m sorry’ and mean it, to hear me raise an issue with her and listen, actually listen. It takes a skill, you know, to hear another person say ‘You hurt me’ and not get defensive on them, to think to yourself ‘Maybe if I react badly to this now and then the next twenty times, this will erode the trust between us. Maybe she’ll stop telling me things.’ Takes skill and she lacked it. She’s not a bad person, she’s never hurt me, she’s never cheated…But she just lacked all of those skills that it takes to…to love someone. And…at the end I got tired of being loved ineptly.”

			“And you broke up with her. As you should’ve.” Theo didn’t judge her or think she was a quitter for ending things. Of course, Theo didn’t know. Stella grimaced.

			“Not exactly. I…When she proposed, initially I said yes. I thought it was the thing to do, it seemed logical at the time, we’d been together for so long. And I was going to love her into an attentive, apologizing, emotionally tuned in partner. So I said yes. And then one day…I was just done.” Stella’s shrug conveyed the level of exhaustion she’d felt at the end. “I woke up, I made coffee. She was at work. I left the ring on the nightstand and I left.

			“I knew I wouldn’t be able to if I gave her one more chance to convince me. She always did that. I’d tell her how miserable I was and she’d say ‘Just trust me, baby, I’ll go to therapy. Once we close this deal, I’ll start working on myself, I promise’ and then it never happened. I got Gemma to pack my things. I couldn’t bear to. Andy called me when she realized—she said she was shocked. Shocked. I had been telling her for years I wasn’t happy…guess she just thought I’d never actually leave.”

			Dusk filled the room but neither of them moved to turn on the light. Long moments of silence passed as Theo continued to caress Stella’s hand—a small gesture that felt so grounding. Like an anchor keeping a ship safe in a storm. It meant everything. Stella had looked for Theo’s no-fuss ways in every woman she’d been with. She had looked for someone to know her like Theo did. But any woman Stella met would still have about a decade of catching up to do.

			“You know I never liked her,” Theo said eventually. “Even that first year before you moved. You thought you were so happy, Stells, but I wish you could’ve seen yourself from the outside. You seemed like a completely different person. You’d even changed the way you dressed. A good relationship should make you more of who you are, not dull you out.”

			Theo’s affection rang in her voice. The gentleness of her touch was more than Stella could tolerate in her current state. The memories of her relationship with Andy evoked feelings of inadequacy and despair. The contrast between them—Andy’s unmalicious, almost childish insensitivity and Theo’s quiet understanding—brought fresh tears to her eyes.

			Theo had all the reason in the world to be mad at her right now. Or at the very least distant. And yet, against all of Stella’s odds, Theo was the friend she needed.

			“Age has made you wise, not just sentimental.” It was an attempt at a joke, but Stella’s voice was too soft for the delivery.

			“Had to grow up eventually.”

			Stella smiled. She traced the lines of Theo’s palm with light fingertips. They had never been quite this close. Sure, Stella shared a lot—she had no filter sometimes. And Theo was always reciprocal enough. But an invisible barrier had kept them from becoming too vulnerable with each other. Saying something too personal, revealing a hidden pain, getting to that raw emotional place where every gesture held a risk. That barrier was gone now.

			“She never would’ve changed, Stells,” Theo continued, reminding her they were still on topic. “You can’t ripen an avocado, let alone a person.”

			“You actually can. You just have to put it in a brown paper bag with a ripe banana.”

			“Okay, let me continue your metaphor—you had no brown paper bag. Maybe a therapist would’ve had, but someone actually needs to want to go to therapy for that to work. The light bulb needs to want to change.”

			“I thought I was supposed to be the ripe banana in this metaphor. Or rather, the unripe banana.”

			“Don’t do this, Stells.” Theo cradled her face. The warmth of her hand made Stella lean into the contact. “It was not your fault. People don’t suddenly change just because they met someone amazing. Nothing else you could’ve done.”

			The distance between them had shrunk. Like magnets drawn to each other, their lips always met whenever they were alone in close proximity. Stella wasn’t thinking clearly and for a moment, regret flashed through the fogginess of her mind. She was going to feel worse about this tomorrow. But the air between their open mouths got hot and her eyelids grew heavy. This kiss was just as inevitable as any other preceding it.

			Stella’s phone rang. A near miss. She wiped away tears with a careless brush of her fingers and scrambled to take the call. It was the pizza delivery guy.

			






    
            Chapter Eight





			“Did you even leave the honeymoon suite?” Stella heard Harry’s voice coming from the kitchen—the view obscured by a single wall right next to the entryway where pictures and paintings hung artfully arranged like in one of Liddy’s interior design magazines.

			“Not much,” was Liddy’s offhand reply. “There’s really not a lot to tell, guys.”

			Sophie took Stella’s bag from her hands—the linen material carrying a bottle of white wine and some store-bought candy in lieu of a homemade dessert—and waited for her in the hallway. Stella stepped out of her heels and walked barefoot on the hardwood floor into the kitchen. Her eyes found Liddy’s in an instant and she smiled. “Aw, come on, one week of everyday fucking and there’s ‘not a lot to tell, guys’?”

			“Well, I’m pretty used to the everyday fucking by now.” Liddy shrugged, completely unfazed. She sat at the end of the long walnut dining table closer to the oven. By the heat and the soft hum of the appliance, something was roasting inside. “Sure, we did go on for longer…”

			“Every day?” Stella exaggerated her blinking. “Come on, Liddy, Coop is not here. You don’t have sex every day.”

			And Coop was, indeed, not there, her demanding law firm job saving Stella from being the last one to arrive at their get-together. Liddy had invited her over the phone, another olive branch building back the bridge between them.

			“We don’t go for hours every day. But yeah, we absolutely do have sex on the daily.”

			“Damn.” Theo succinctly put everyone’s dismay into one word.

			“Girl, you get laid more often than David does and he a ho.” Harry picked at the fruit at the center of the table.

			“Hate that but it’s true. Not the ho part, I love being a ho.” David made a sour face, visibly upset to be out-sexed by a married woman, and tipped his martini glass to take a sip.

			“Liddy.” Stella’s tone invited a confession like a patient but determined parent. She still refused to let go. “You really mean to tell me you’ve been having sex every day for the last thirteen years? Every day? You have a life. Coop works seventy-hour work weeks. Every day?”

			Liddy was completely unguarded. If Stella’s disbelief got to her in any way, she didn’t show it. “Yes. Sometimes it’s only fifteen minutes, sometimes I just go down on Coop—”

			“Please, no.”

			“Just stop.”

			“Did not ask, did not want to hear it.”

			Liddy rolled her eyes at their outbursts. “But yes, every day. I’ve just never had a reason not to have sex with Coop. We never really argue that much and when we do we resolve what needs resolving and we move on. And sure, I’m tired some evenings but I’m never too tired for an orgasm. And Coop is always in the mood, especially after a long day. And I just…I don’t know. I see her in her element, doing what she loves, working out, growing as a person and that’s just super hot.” Liddy’s honest answer was accompanied by another small shrug. 

			Sure, no big deal, just the most unrealistic, hashtag, relationship goals Stella had ever heard of.

			“Okay.” Stella backed off reluctantly. “I guess…that’s plausible.” She could scarcely make sense of such a scenario for anyone. Andy had pretty much lost interest in her the moment her hormones got back to baseline. Stella’s religious jogging routine and sexy lingerie did nothing to change that. And if she was being honest, she had lost the spark too in the humdrum of their domestic life and the feeling of no longer being wanted.

			But maybe staying in love was possible with the right person. Maybe there was someone out there she would find worth staying up late on a work night for even thirteen years down the line—and who would still find her just as hot as ever. Her eyes fell on Theo unthinkingly. Theo was sharing an inside joke with Sophie by the fridge.

			“Mm, maybe I should consider getting hitched,” David conceded. “For the drama.”

			“To whom?” Harry was quick to shoot back. “Last night I went out with a twenty-five-year-old who asked to blow me before they’d brought the salad.”

			“Oof.” Zara made an expression that displayed her distaste as if she had never done the propositioning. People did change.

			“That’s not the worst part. He told me he had swiped on me because he liked DILFs.”

			“Ugh,” Stella groaned.

			“I felt a thousand years old. He wanted to call me ‘Daddy’ and mean it.”

			“What happened to seduction?” Stella raised her voice as if scolding Harry’s young date. “I miss the time people flirted with each other.”

			“Ah, those were the golden days.” Theo made her voice hoarse with a slight tremble, an impeccable impression of a nostalgic old lady, and winked Stella’s way. Though Stella was only a year older than her, the joke never aged.

			“I don’t. Why waste time? We both know what we came for.” David was set in his ways. “Hello, ahoy, goodbye-e-e. You should give it a try.” His last comment was directed at Harry who made a grimace of mild disgust.

			“No, thank you,” he sang.

			“I forgot they don’t let you out of the convent,” David teased him again.

			“This is not me being prudish, I just happen to be very selective when it comes to men.” Harry coquettishly shrugged and swept coils of dark hair away from his forehead.

			“You’ll be very single in your forties, Cher Horowitz.”

			“Oh, and you’ll be happily married, Samantha Jones?” Harry didn’t give up an inch. Despite the occasionally biting tone, their banter was always friendly—Stella had learned that over the years.

			“No, I’ll still be catching dick.” David swirled the liquid in his glass and took a bold gulp.

			“What’s wrong with being single in your forties anyway?” Stella made her way to the counter behind Liddy to grab a handful of pistachios. Theo was already pouring wine for her. “Better than being with the wrong person.”

			“That’s what I was gonna say,” Sophie said. “I think you’re doing well holding out for the right person, Harry. It’s really worth it when you meet them.” She wrapped both arms around Zara’s growing belly and they shared a tender little kiss.

			The exchange of opinions and witticisms continued in the background, but Stella’s attention was captured by Theo as if the whole world had grown silent. Theo offered her the glass of wine and their hands briefly met around the cool surface. The electric charge that passed between their fingertips was as undeniable as the longing in Theo’s gaze when their eyes met. Stella’s stomach flipped.

			“It’s good having you back,” Theo said softly. Back. Back in Liddy and Coop’s impeccably decorated kitchen where they gathered to gossip and vent. Back in the tangled web of attraction and fear, and rejection Stella and Theo had been weaving around each other for years.

			Stella was just about to reply when the timer of the oven dinged. Liddy jumped to her feet to retrieve the veggies that had been roasting inside, her body a sudden block between the two of them. Relief washed over Stella. The heat of the oven had nothing on Theo’s passing touch and the intensity in her eyes. She started arranging plates on the table. Theo followed behind her, distributing the cutlery and napkins.

			Halfway through dinner Coop finally joined them. She confirmed—for the sake of Stella’s curiosity—that she and Liddy did have sex every day, though she stipulated there might have been a few sexless days in the last thirteen years. So that settled it. The gang moved on to Harry’s disastrous dating life.

			Then after dinner, all of them—including Percival, the Maltipoo that finally rose from his nap—got on Liddy and Coop’s huge beige couch. Their living room had once been featured in one of those magazines Liddy followed and occasionally contributed to. And it was gorgeous indeed. From the L-shaped couch to the tray arrangement on the ottoman and the airy floor-length curtains. But it felt homey too and that was why Stella loved it. Far from pretentious, it showcased Liddy’s touch as much as Coop’s love of domesticity and clutter.

			Stella had cried on this couch more times than she could presently remember. Sometimes Liddy and other times Coop had rocked her back and forth, promising it would all get better. What had she cried about? It must have been women. Or work. For about three years, work was sucking the life out of her. Right as she had made section editor.

			Now back in the familiar living room where Theo had once stolen a kiss when no one was looking, she noticed all of the little changes. The new floor lamp, the new books on the coffee table, the new candles on the TV stand, the new photos on the wall among new prints. As Coop was setting up the TV for one of those movies she loved—three couples in Southern Italy doing nothing for two hours but waxing philosophically about life and love—Stella hugged her knees and let memories consume her.

			Then the movie started. The Italian vistas filled the screen. Harry and Zara exchanged little hushed comments and laughs. Percival nestled into her side, content to just be close to her once again. And Theo rested her head in Stella’s lap.

			It was nothing out of the ordinary. In fact, Liddy had done the same thing a thousand times and Stella had played with her hair. But with Theo it didn’t feel friendly. Stella didn’t know what to do with her hands. She had run her fingers through those unruly chocolate curls so many times, but now it felt foreign. Where she was hoping for a clean slate, Theo seemed to offer a return to old ways. 

			Their last conversation, though? The intimacy and the vulnerability? Those weren’t their old ways. They had shared something deeper, something that wasn’t there before. Theo seemed more mature now, more settled, more composed. Maybe something finally happening between them wasn’t so out of the question now. Maybe they had done enough growing to go beyond the push and pull of unfulfilled chemistry. Maybe—dared she dream—Theo had grown exhausted from pursuing multiple relationships at a time and she could offer Stella the exclusivity she needed to finally, finally let this thing between them materialize.

			Stella weaved her fingers into Theo’s hair, massaging the scalp. She paid special attention to the buzzed parts at the sides and the nape. Theo moaned her approval very quietly so only Stella could hear. Stella smiled. She stopped paying attention to the movie. As much as she hated herself for it, Theo had overtaken her senses. She turned into pure sensation, aware of every shift in Theo’s breathing and every twitch of her muscles. The silky feeling of Theo’s hair around her fingers. The subtle scent of sandalwood and clean cotton. The smooth skin of Theo’s neck just above the collar of her T-shirt.

			She gasped when the moment was over. Theo moved and the spell was broken. Their friends seemed to be ignoring them with practiced obliviousness as Theo sat thigh to thigh with her and placed a hand on her knee where her head had been just a moment ago. Stella was wearing linen shorts that left two thirds of her thighs exposed. Theo’s warm fingers felt like wax melting on the inside of her knee.

			“I see a sex scene coming,” Theo whispered in her ear, leaning closer.

			“Huh?”

			“Luca and Giovanni will definitely hook up,” Theo explained. Still dazed, Stella moved her gaze from Theo’s eyes to the screen. Yes, the movie. But wasn’t Luca with Alessia? Stella had missed a key moment. Apparently, a gay moment too.

			“I don’t think they’ll actually show it on screen,” Stella said to save face. She didn’t want to reveal she wasn’t paying attention by asking questions about the plot.

			“It’s a European movie, they will show the sex.”

			“Whatever shall we do?” She feigned outrage. Theo’s face was intoxicatingly close because they had to whisper. So close she could feel Theo’s breath on her lips and her ear when she spoke. The kiss they almost shared last time flashed behind her eyelids. She shivered.

			“I’ll cover your eyes to shield you from the indecency.” Theo showed her exactly how she planned on shielding her.

			“Ah, yes, you must protect my innocence.”

			“Can’t let you see people having sex, you’re far too suggestible.” Theo mirrored Stella’s soft chuckle. They grinned at each other, delighted at their silly little jokes. Stella had missed this so much.

			“But who will cover your eyes?”

			“I’ll be fine. I’m better at resisting temptation.”

			“Oh, are you?” She hated to think so, but her tone betrayed nothing of the sort. A part of her longed to take Theo past the point of resistance.

			“Uh-oh, what did I tell you?” Theo nodded to the screen where Luca and Giovanni were engaged in a passionate illegitimate kiss. “Quick! Before they start taking clothes off.” Theo’s hands came up to Stella’s face, eliciting a giggle. She covered her eyes, making it so Stella had to turn a little, her back to Theo’s chest. Percival protested at being displaced by the move, then stomped in place and eventually lay down again. Theo and Stella were sitting at the corner of the L-shaped couch, now almost embracing.

			All Stella could feel was Theo. And what she suddenly started hearing was moaning and panting coming from the TV.

			“That would never happen in real life,” Harry said.

			“It can. If you plan ahead,” David rebutted.

			“No way Luca was planning that ahead…”

			Stella was just about to get curious and pry Theo’s hands away when hot breath in her ear stopped her. “It’s good I got your eyes covered, Stells, this is not PG-thirteen.” Theo’s voice reverberated through her body. Theo’s lips had been on her throat from a very similar angle so many times. She couldn’t help but remember those kisses. Some in bars, others in dark movie theaters. Theo seemed to remember too because for a moment her lips ghosted over her earlobe.

			“Thank you for your service, protector of my virtue,” she tried to continue their banter.

			“Any time.” Theo’s voice sounded hoarse. Stella seemed to evoke the same feelings of frustrated longing in her.

			The movie was over soon after. Luca ended up with Giovanni, Alessia discovered she’d much rather stay single, Francesca gave in to existential brooding, while the third couple decided their marriage was worth preserving after all. The snacks were almost gone and David was on his second martini, which only meant one thing—he started picking apart the allusions with Liddy. But their conversation about the movie soon came to a halt.

			“I think it’s time for Twister,” Coop announced while bringing a second bottle of wine from the kitchen. Everybody groaned in response.

			“Not again.” Zara was particularly displeased. She had beef with Coop over Twister.

			“Every time, babe, every time,” Liddy teased Coop.

			“Aw, come on, it’s fun every time,” Coop said, her tone just short of whiny.

			“It’s fun for you because you win,” Stella jumped in. Coop’s luck was uncanny when it came to Twister. And it must have been luck all of those times—Twister required no particular skill or strategy, despite Coop’s protestations.

			“Circuit training, Stella.” Coop winked at her, implying for the umptieth time that her consecutive victories were a matter of prowess and mastery. “Come on, I’m bringing it out. I might let you win this time to keep up the morale.”

			“It’s an unlikely alliance, buddy,” Theo said. “Stella doesn’t have a competitive bone in her body.”

			“I do!” Stella’s voice got high-pitched. “I’m just not competitive over silly things.”

			“It’s okay, Stells, you’re among friends. Nothing wrong with losing and liking it.” Theo was taunting her, but knowing that didn’t stop Stella from growing flustered and wanting to prove her wrong.

			“Oh, you’re on, Kingsley.” Stella faced Theo and saw the flames flickering in her eyes.

			“Oooh, I think you’ll get your ass kicked, Theo,” Sophie said, clearly delighted to have another soul on her side in the feat of bringing Theo down a peg.

			“I think my ass will land on the floor because Stella can’t keep her balance.” The not-so-subtle reference to the multiple times Stella had accidentally toppled Theo over wasn’t lost on her. Her face grew warm.

			“Hate to break it to you, ladies, but this victory is mine.” Zara stood up from the couch to stretch. “Someone here has been going to prenatal yoga and it hasn’t been either of you.” She pointed her finger first at Theo, then at Stella. “Or you, Cooper.” Zara looked at Coop who returned to the living room with the carton box containing the mat and the spinner. It was hard to tell where the joke ended and the real rivalry began.

			“Bring it on.” Coop shrugged. She moved the coffee table aside to make space and placed the mat on the floor.

			“And as always, I’ll sit, sip and spin.” Liddy raised her glass in a silent toast.

			The mat set and players selected, the game started—easy enough at first, as always. Stella found herself in a downward-facing dog pretty soon and wished she’d gone to yoga when Zara offered. But driving for an hour at six in the morning sounded dreadful. Being surrounded by pregnant ladies was also not her idea of fun. And stretching her hips, well…that was something she hoped someone else would do for her.

			Damnit. She shouldn’t be spending so much time with Theo around her ovulation. She tried to focus back on the game. She had to place her right foot on blue.

			Coop seemed as cool as a cucumber, squatting in a weird position where one of her hands was uncomfortably placed two circles behind her. Zara seemed unfazed as well. Her pregnant belly was the only part of her body other than her hands and feet that was in any real danger of touching the mat. She braced herself on her hands, though, high enough above the floor to avoid such an inane loss.

			To Stella’s not-so-secret delight, Theo seemed to struggle the most. Her body was twisted, arms and legs crossed at awkward angles, and she seemed to strain her muscles to stay upward.

			“You should try working out, hot stuff.” There was no way Stella would miss this ripe opportunity to tease her.

			“I work out plenty, Stells.” Theo smirked despite her precarious position.

			“Sex only counts for cardio,” Sophie said. As a yoga instructor, she was evangelical about the benefits of body weight training and stretching major muscle groups.

			“Not the way I do it,” Theo said. Stella had to roll her eyes at the cockiness. Part of her, of course, wanted to test Theo’s stamina. This was not the part of her that wanted to win today, however.

			“Stop boasting, Theo, and gimme a left hand on yellow,” Liddy instructed them from her comfortable position on the couch.

			Yellow. There was only one yellow spot left unoccupied and it was on the other side of Stella’s middle. Theo took her left hand off the blue spot and, slightly shaking to keep her balance, placed it on yellow. The move brought her closer to Stella who was in an improvised bridge position, though her butt was barely above the mat. Theo’s thigh brushed between Stella’s knees. It was innocent enough for a game of Twister. But given the layers of history between them, the shadow that passed behind Theo’s eyes was anything but.

			“Your turn, baby. Right foot on green.”

			Coop chose the easier green spot to step on. Unfortunately, that was the spot closest to Theo’s foot. In an instant, Theo lost her balance. Her left arm gave first and her elbow touched the mat. Then the rest of her body followed, taking Stella down with her.

			Stella found herself on the floor, crushed beneath Theo’s weight. Her legs spread between the yellow and the red, Theo had landed right between them. The fall didn’t hurt—no more than three inches had separated her butt from the floor—but the suddenness of it startled her. As soon as she peered into Theo’s big round eyes, she saw her surprise reflected back at her along with something else she could no longer determine.

			Their proximity brought back memories more of the flesh than the mind. Stella’s body remembered Theo’s warmth and vibration, her movements, her breath on hot skin. Now her body longed for more than what they’d already had. She had to know what Theo’s sweat tasted like, exactly how far inside her fingers could reach, the feeling of Theo’s wetness on her thigh. Theo seemed to read her well, eyes darkening, lips parting. This had to end. It had to end one way or another.

			Theo jumped to her feet and reached her hand for Stella in a gallant gesture offered with rare sincerity, rather than covered in a thousand layers of irony. Stella grasped her hand and got up as well.

			“Who couldn’t keep her balance now?” She attempted a joke, her mouth dry.

			“Totally Coop’s fault.” Theo seemed to be painfully aware of the electric charge between them and like a good accomplice, continued the light banter. Anything, anything just to get away from that unbearable feeling.

			“Hey, hate the game, not the player.” Coop’s voice was strained. She was, nevertheless, determined.

			“Focus, Cooper, I want to win fair and square.” Zara was patiently withstanding the difficult position the spinner had placed her in.

			Having lost interest in the game, Stella joined Harry and David who were discussing some music artist she immediately felt a little stupid for never having heard of. The subject changed quickly enough. Harry had hot gossip about a colleague.

			In the end, Coop was the undeniable winner. Zara was fuming.
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        * * *

      

			“I would’ve won.”

			It was a thirty-minute walk from Liddy and Coop’s apartment to Stella’s new place near Downtown and Theo had decided to keep her company on the way. September nights got chilly so Theo had lent Stella a cardigan, something that didn’t help matters between them.

			“There is no evidence of that,” Theo countered.

			“Uh, okay, Ms. Hotshot Lawyer. Evidence.” Stella rolled her eyes. They were walking side by side, shoulders bumping against each other now and then. Theo’s proximity was doing Stella’s head in. And when their hands touched, the electric impulses made her shiver.

			“Not until next year.”

			“Oh, right. Liddy mentioned you’re studying for the bar. So when is it exactly?”

			“February.”

			“Wow. That’s actually sooner than it seems.”

			“Tell me about it.”

			A few moments of heady silence passed. The streets were almost empty at this time of night around apartment buildings and closed shops. Some trees had just started losing their lush greenery. It didn’t show much yet, but fall had arrived.

			Stella thought of similar fall evenings. Zara drunkenly stumbling in her high heels on the way to the next party. Liddy chasing Coop down 6th Avenue to tell her she loved her after a silly fight. Ghosts passed by her now, as vivid as the real people had been. Then she remembered Theo’s hand wrapped around hers like an outrageous secret. Everybody knew, of course. Their friends had always known. They needn’t have disappeared in alleys behind bars to kiss. They needn’t have let go of each other’s hands when Coop would pop out of the bodega or Liddy would shout at them from a cab.

			Stella’s hand quivered with the strain of holding back. She wanted to reach for Theo more than she needed air. But she dreaded being the first to acknowledge her need.

			“Remember Liddy found that miniature piano here?” Theo was pointing at an unremarkable street corner that brought no recognition to Stella’s mind.

			“Here?”

			“Yep, it was here. I can’t believe she took it. I still wonder if a kid lost their toy piano that day.” The incident seemed to genuinely weigh on Theo. Stella’s memory was hazy, but she remembered Liddy going into the grocery shop nearby and asking about the piano. She had done in good conscience all that could’ve been done.

			“Well, Zara gained a token of their friendship that day,” Stella said.

			“Yeah. I guess it did some good. God, remember how they used to be at each other’s throats all the time?” Theo shook her head with a goofy smile. It seemed so long ago now, the pettiness of young adulthood.

			Zara and Liddy were very different people back then. It had escalated to the point Liddy had implied Zara was “easy” and “immature” one day in less than pretty terms. That toy piano had been her apology. It carried more meaning than met the eye. As a teenager, Zara had played the piano. After she came out to her conservative parents, they had disowned her entirely but not before a last-ditch effort to arrange a marriage with a “good Muslim boy.” One day at her piano recital, her uncle showed up. Her parents had made their absence obvious, but her uncle had made his support even more clear.

			“It was really sweet. You know where that piano is now?” Stella smiled. Theo turned her head to meet her eyes.

			“Where?”

			“Future baby nursery.” Stella grinned. “Sophie sent me some photos.”

			“Future baby?” Theo raised her eyebrows, amused. “I’m pretty sure it’s already a baby at this point.”

			“Whatever.” Stella nudged Theo’s shoulder.

			“Or maybe they can call the baby Future. That would be so cool.”

			Stella’s laughter rang in the empty street. “Sure, and when they have a second that one can be Potential.”

			“Why Potential?”

			“Well, Future baby and Potential baby.”

			“Nah, Potential lacks the coolness factor,” Theo argued, seriously invested. “Next baby can be Timeline, to stay on theme.”

			“I thought the theme was ‘what do we call a fetus at five months,’” Stella said, her grin hurting her face. They were being completely silly, tipsy on two and a half glasses of wine and giddy to be with each other.

			Right before the entrance to her building as Stella gestured at the door with an “I’m here—” Theo cradled her face in warm hands and kissed her. The words died on her lips. Theo’s tongue quickly gained entry, making her head spin. The suddenness of it all got her weak. She was barely aware of her arms wrapping around Theo’s neck until their bodies were pressed so close together, heat rose to her face.

			And like it always happened, kissing turned to groping. Theo backed her against the door and Stella prayed no one would decide to go out or come back home at two in the morning. She grabbed Theo’s butt through the denim of her jeans, sliding her hands into the back pockets, and pulled her closer, vining her leg around Theo’s hips. The contact did nothing to provide relief.

			Theo’s hands slipped beneath Stella’s shirt. Her fingertips explored naked skin. From Stella’s ribs to her sides to painfully near her braless breasts. Only moans and broken panting filled the silence of the night, their grinding producing enough heat to drive away the chill in the air.

			Theo’s mouth soon found Stella’s throat and a hand moved from her ribs to the buttons of her shirt. She pulled and twisted, desperate to get to more skin. Licking and nipping at Stella’s collarbones, Theo managed to undo the first two buttons. She showed very little regard for their surroundings and Stella thought for a moment that she might, if no one stopped them, have her way with her right then and there on the street.

			Sobriety washed over her. They had to move this somewhere else. Then maybe finally she would be free of this addiction made even stronger by them not consummating their passion. She found her voice long enough to whisper, “Do you want to come upstairs?”

			That seemed to halt their momentum. Theo pulled back, agony and awkwardness painted all over her face. She took a second to catch her breath, then said, “You know I want to, but I’m kinda seeing someone. We’re not exclusive, but I know how you feel about this and—”

			“Got you.” Stella straightened up, quickly fixing her shirt. She steeled her face—a wave of humiliation and hurt crashed over her so mighty she felt like she’d cause a scene otherwise.

			“Stells, I didn’t plan this, I—”

			“No, I got it. It’s fine. Thank you for walking me home. Good night.” She unlocked the heavy door as quickly as she possibly could, drowning Theo’s “good night” in the cold silence of her building’s entryway.

			She moved fast. She got to her apartment and threw her purse on the side table near the door. Dark empty space greeted her. She hadn’t had the time to furnish.

			The sturdy door provided support for her body, exhausted, overwhelmed and overstimulated. Adrenaline coursed through her as if she’d had a near miss. In a way, she had. Her nipples were still hard, her clit still pulsed, her entire being still wanted Theo. But she felt silly. Stupid and pathetic and desperate. She had been here so many times—the woman Theo kissed and touched and grabbed while her girlfriend was someplace else. And no matter how many times Theo had said “we’re not exclusive,” Stella always felt like the other woman.

			Nothing between them had changed.

			






    
            Chapter Nine





			Stella quietly dreaded the prospect of seeing Theo that afternoon. She’d only met with Liddy and Zara and Sophie once in the almost three weeks that had passed since that kiss at the door. Multiple kisses. Okay, a makeout session. Didn’t matter—it had ended in tears. Not right away, but Stella had cried.

			She detested whoever Theo was dating and didn’t need to know the girl to know her. Theo’s tastes were rather singular: a faux intellectual with pretentious geek chic glasses or a green ombre that made some statement or another about conventional beauty standards. She could smell the fair-trade glass jar deodorant of Theo’s new girlfriend right in her soul.

			Now faced with having to spend the next few hours around Theo, she made her best effort to breathe deeply and behave. Zara and Sophie had invited the whole gang to their place. Stella was already running late when Zara called to ask her to pretty please bring her a muffin from that coffee shop down the street from their apartment. And well, you couldn’t say no to a pregnant lady with a craving. So she queued at one of those coffee shops that were so cool they didn’t even have regular cow milk and mentally prepared for avoiding Theo in the friendliest way possible.

			Truth was, Stella was hurt and hurt made her bitter. Apparently, Theo hadn’t thought to mention her girlfriend before her hands got into Stella’s shirt. God, she was such a fool. Right back where she started when she should’ve known better. Thirteen years later, she couldn’t claim naiveté.

			Repeated movement drew her gaze to the person ahead in the queue and her attention back to the present. A handsome stranger had already turned twice to look her way. Realization dawned on her and she gasped in surprise. This was no stranger at all.

			“Cole?”

			“Phew, for a moment there I was afraid I hadn’t made enough of an impression.” Cole brushed imaginary sweat from her forehead and smiled that charming smile that had wooed Stella the first time.

			Her cheeks grew warm with the memories of their time together. Oh, Cole had made an impression. Stella rarely blushed, but the implication in Cole’s comment got to her. She took a mental inventory of what she was wearing—high-waisted jeans and a tight T-shirt that made it clear she wore no bra underneath—and thanked her foresight. She might’ve dressed to show Theo what she was missing, but looking good when running into a one-time lover was also high on her priorities list.

			“Quite the opposite,” she said sweetly. “In fact, the impression is so vivid I can recall it as we speak.”

			Cole chuckled. Her eyes were warm with amused interest. Then her gaze dropped down Stella’s body, and unlike at the wedding, here in broad daylight Cole seemed somewhat bashful about her appreciation. Somehow, Stella found that even more appealing.

			“I’m glad I’m not alone in this.” Cole put her hands in the pockets of her slacks and gestured with her shoulder toward the counter. “Here for the cold brew?”

			“Uh, no, I’m getting a blueberry muffin for my very pregnant friend with very pregnant cravings. Apparently, the blueberry muffins here are superior to other blueberry muffins elsewhere.” Stella’s voice conveyed affectionate exasperation.

			“I can attest to that. I think they put some nutmeg in there and a bit of lemon zest.” Cole seemed confidently knowledgeable on the topic. It made Stella smile. Handsome, charming, great in bed, and now, endearing.

			“In that case, I hope no one snags the last one.” She craned her neck to check the pastry case—the muffins were disappearing fast.

			“Tell you what, I’ll get as many as I can manage as soon as it’s my turn. We can’t let your friend go without. I’ve heard it’s bad for the baby.” Cole made a serious face that in contrast with her light tone elicited soft laughter from Stella.

			“Deal. And thank you.”

			“My pleasure.”

			They didn’t have to wait too long for the queue to move along. When Cole got to the counter, she ordered an americano and all the muffins they had left—there were only two—then turned to gesture toward Stella and said, “And whatever the lady is having.”

			“Oh, no, nothing for me, thanks. If I have coffee now, I’ll never be able to sleep.”

			The barista seemed content enough with Stella’s wave of dismissal to turn around and start working on Cole’s order. The girl at the cash register proceeded to complete Cole’s card payment.

			“Really? I pegged you for a night owl.” Cole put an appraising face on.

			“No, just a boring morning person. My mom says I have the sleeping schedule of an old lady. Funnily enough, I think I got it from my dad.”

			“Doesn’t sound so bad. You can always take pleasure in breaking up house parties.”

			“Oh, yeah, I’ll be banging on my neighbors’ doors as soon as I hear music after ten.” Stella feigned a stern tone and watched Cole’s smile grow. “No, I doubt that would ever happen. I never hear my neighbors, I think they’re all pretty old.”

			“Lucky you—an old lady among her own. My neighbors are a nightmare. This young couple moved in a few months ago and they are not staying quiet. Last weekend I had my folks over for dinner and it was really embarrassing. You know how it feels when you watch a movie with your parents and a sex scene starts on screen?”

			Stella laughed, recalling one or two such incidents. She felt for Cole. “I’m sorry. Maybe you can play music really loudly?” She shook her head, reconsidering. “No, not an option—you got people over, you obviously want to talk…”

			“Yeah. I keep thinking I’ll go knock on their door and then I picture it, what do I say? Put a gag in her mouth? Try screaming into a pillow?”

			“No, definitely don’t say that!” Stella touched her fingertips to her mouth to stifle her laughter at the image of the conversation playing out in her head.

			The girl at the cash register handed Cole her americano and a brown paper bag where Zara’s muffins were stored. They left the coffee shop together. Out on the street, they both stopped by the entrance, a little to the side so other customers could come and go.

			“Let me Venmo you for the muffins,” Stella said.

			“No, it’s on me.” Cole waved her off without a second thought. “It’s for the maid of honor, Zara, right?”

			“Yes, Zara. And again, thank you.”

			“It’s nothing. Though, you know, Cole is a cool middle name. Just putting it out there.”

			Stella found herself giggling. Again. She felt reluctant to go and by all indications Cole seemed to struggle with saying goodbye as well.

			“So do you live in the neighborhood?” She gestured about more in an attempt to keep the conversation going than to extract Cole’s precise address.

			“Yeah, close by. Maybe we can run into each other again next time Zara has a craving.” Cole seemed to deliberate for a moment before adding, “Or maybe you can call me. I know we said it was going to be a casual thing, but it doesn’t have to be.”

			Guilt washed over Stella. Here she was flirting when she knew damn well she was still—as ever—emotionally unavailable. She cursed Theo and she hated herself. Under any other circumstances she would count herself lucky to have caught Cole’s interest for more than just a hookup.

			“I’ll just give you my number. You don’t have to call me.” Stella’s reluctance seemed to register. Still, Cole took a pen out of the inner pocket of her jacket and wrote her number on the brown paper bag in Stella’s hands.

			Stella lifted her gaze from Cole’s neat handwriting to her handsome face. She didn’t know how to explain that she liked her and that she was technically single, but that in reality she hadn’t been truly open to finding love in thirteen years. So she simply said, “Thank you.”

			They parted with no great drama, and Cole seemed content to leave the ball in her court. Stella’s gaze lingered on her disappearing form for a moment too long, then dropped to the bag she was holding. Conflicted, she tore the piece around Cole’s number and put it in her purse.
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        * * *

      

			Stella had only seen photos of the baby room. Now she stood in front of the crib, which was as far from Theo as it got in the small crowded space.

			“Here we’ll put a chair, next to the diaper changing station,” Zara said.

			“A rocking chair,” Sophie chimed in.

			“No, my love, a regular armchair.” Zara’s patient tone did nothing to hide this had been, apparently, an ongoing argument. Sophie looked devastated. “We’re still thinking about it,” Zara said, though a little begrudgingly.

			The room was in warm neutrals with hot air balloons painted on the wall behind the crib. It revealed Sophie’s love of “woo-woo,” as Theo had put it, in the Himalayan salt lamp by the dresser and the tray of crystals on the end table by the door.

			“Oh, these are Tarot cards.” Sophie had told Stella when she’d stopped to admire the three framed posters above the diaper changing station. “The High Priestess, the Fool, and the Star.”

			Stella didn’t know Tarot, but the posters were beautifully painted. She noticed Theo making a derisive face but said nothing—at least Theo was discreet this time. She’d made a particularly unfunny joke about astrology earlier.

			Everyone admired the nursery as long as was possible before the need for air got too hard to ignore. Then they started stringing out and into the living room down the hall. Theo and Stella almost collided at the door. When their eyes finally met, Stella picked up on the awkwardness Theo was feeling but made no move to ease her out of it. Theo deserved to feel every bit as awkward after the last time they saw—and groped—each other. At the very least.

			“Wasn’t your appointment today?” Stella heard a snippet of the conversation between Coop and Zara as she caught up to them in the living room, Theo on her heels.

			“Yes. All seems perfectly fine for now. Oh, and we have the cutest 3D photo of the baby’s adowable little face. Hands down the most pouty lips I’ve ever seen.”

			“Did you get to find the baby’s gender?” Stella jumped in. For a moment there, as they were passing by each other, she saw the face Theo made at her question. Of course. She’d said something the wrong way again. A faux pas Theo’s new horn-rimmed-glasses-wearing girlfriend never would’ve made.

			“How does one find a baby’s gender, Stells?” Theo was unbelievable. Stella had been ready to let this one go, quickly correcting herself and politely pretending she hadn’t seen her expression.

			“Oh, that’s a fun one,” Liddy chimed in, and it was hard to tell if she was being oblivious or trying to dispel the tension that had been building since Theo got here. “By shining a torch light into the baby’s tiny little soul!”

			“Where would the baby’s soul be, Liddy? Somewhere near the spleen?” Theo asked in the same sardonic tone she used to make remarks aimed at concepts she found ridiculous. A tone that made her sound like a jerk. Stella’s eyeroll hardly went unnoticed.

			“Actually, we decided not to…” Zara started speaking, but Stella barely heard her, her eyes boring into Theo.

			“That’s my bad,” she said. “What I meant was, does the baby have a penis or a vagina?” She held Theo’s gaze, noting how her new question stirred familiar irritation. God, had Theo gotten on her nerves today, starting with that one astrology joke she didn’t need to make at Sophie.

			“Can we please not turn our baby’s sex into an argument?” Sophie protested in a small voice, only to be wrapped up in Zara’s arms.

			“This is really not about us, honey.”

			“What does it even matter anyway?” Theo had the nerve to ask instead of dropping the conversation entirely while she was still in Stella’s good, or rather all right, graces.

			“Gee, I don’t know, I guess it matters if we’re having, hypothetically, a little niece we’ll one day have to teach all about the penis. Do you know all about the penis, Theo? Because statistically speaking, she’s most likely to be straight.”

			“Stella, sweetie, that’s a talk we’re going to have with our hypothetical daughter…” Zara gently tried to grab hold of Stella’s attention but Stella barely heard her. She watched as muscles twitched on Theo’s angular face. Fuck her for being so hot even now. And even hotter when she was angry.

			“Can Stella stop saying ‘penis’ for five seconds?” Coop asked from somewhere behind her.

			“I’m not sure she can…” Liddy gasped.

			“Well, not to fret, Stells, you know all about the penis from years of work. ‘Ten Ways to Give Him a Blowjob He’ll Tell All of His Friends About.’” Theo made up an article that was likely to grace the pages of one of the magazines Stella wrote for. There it was. Her disappointment in Stella’s job had never been a secret. In Theo’s eyes Stella could’ve used her communications degree for something more meaningful than writing about denim and polka dots. Like reporting on the war in the Middle East or the persecution of gay people in Chechnya.

			“Again, you’re not going to be having that conversation,” Zara reminded them patiently. “And if anyone here knows ‘all about the penis,’ that would be me.” Her diversion efforts were in vain. Neither Stella nor Theo acknowledged her, looking only at each other.

			“What if our niece has a penis?” David wondered out loud from somewhere behind Stella, his low voice barely audible.

			“We’ll still have to teach her about the penis,” Harry answered in a hushed tone.

			“Right,” David said. “But then she’ll at least have a reference point. Penises are more complex that they look.”

			“There’s still the chance the baby won’t have a penis…”

			“Well, what if the baby wants to have a penis?”

			“When did we collectively turn into a group that can’t stop saying ‘penis’ for two minutes?” Coop’s complaint sounded loudly from the other end of the room.

			“Oh, I don’t know, Theo,” Stella said, ignoring the background conversation. “I think I’ll be more of the fashion advice auntie. If you’ll allow me, of course, I know you’d rather our niece wear Birkenstocks and dye her hair purple.”

			“The baby has a penis!” Sophie shouted, sounding desperate to put an end to this argument. Her proclamation finally got Stella’s attention. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Coop throw her hands in the air and collapse on the couch. “I’m so sorry, baby,” Sophie told Zara, cradling her face in both hands. “I couldn’t believe you didn’t see it! I tried not to, but it was right there. I’m not an expert, but I think our baby has an unusually large penis and I honestly can’t believe you didn’t see that.”

			“Ooh, looks like Zara does not, in fact, know all about the penis,” Liddy chimed in with a dry joke from the couch.

			“Et tu, Liddy?” Coop’s voice betrayed disappointment.

			“We’re having a boy?” Zara’s eyes had grown large with emotion.

			“Hold off on that assumption, Zara,” Stella said, her words aimed squarely at Theo. “Some studies show the first signs of gender identity show up around the age of two. See, I sometimes listen when you try to educate me.”

			“Yes, selectively,” Theo said.

			“Stop it!” Liddy finally snapped. “Enough. It’s a special moment for Zara and you two are ruining it with your bickering.”

			Stella met Zara’s shiny eyes and a nauseating wave of shame washed over her. Once again, she had allowed her turbulent feelings for Theo to take over and create conflict that all her friends had to suffer through. It wasn’t fair to Zara that she had turned this get-together into a stage for her argument with Theo.

			“I’m so sorry, Zara,” she mumbled. “I really am. I meant to say ‘sex.’” God, it was excruciating to admit fault right in front of Theo. Theo, who was always right about everything. Theo, who had never dated a girl who didn’t know what “heteropatriarchal” meant. “I never meant to imply you and Sophie would gender your baby. I mean, clearly…” The baby room with the beautiful air balloons painted on the walls popped in her mind. Zara and Sophie were the last people on Earth who would care. Stella didn’t—she’d love the kid anyway. So how did she allow herself to get so wrapped up in this stupid argument? Oh, yeah. When Theo was concerned, she lost all sense of reason. “And congratulations. I’m sorry you found out like this. It was all my fault. I’ll just get going.”

			“You don’t have to go.” Zara spoke softly, despite Stella not deserving any of her understanding.

			“I need to. Again, I’m sorry. We’ll keep in touch.”

			Stella picked up her purse from the TV stand where she’d tossed it earlier, made a quick job of slipping her shoes on, and headed for the stairs. Flooded with conflicting emotions, she needed to move. She’d only made it one floor when the door to the stairwell slammed behind her and heavy footsteps stomped after her.

			“You don’t get to run away again.” Theo’s voice was shaking with a mixture of anger and hurt. Part of Stella—a part she wasn’t particularly proud of—relished in the knowledge she could still get to her.

			“Why not? It’s what I do best. That, and making ignorant comments like the dumb blonde that I am.” Stella kept on speeding down the stairs, heart thudding in her chest, legs growing unsteady. 

			“Stop putting words in my mouth.” Theo didn’t give up and though Stella was in great shape, high heels and jelly legs made running down the stairs difficult. Theo had almost caught up to her. “I’ve never called you a dumb blonde. Not ever.”

			“Oh, no, just ignorant and privileged.” 

			“You are privileged, Stells! You have the luxury to live, laugh, love and never consider that some of us are a bit too queer for that white liberal matcha world and girl boss feminism.”

			“Got it. My bad I don’t leave the house wrapped up in the rainbow flag.” Wobbling, Stella stopped and turned to face Theo, bracing herself on the banister. “And you know what? Not everyone has to be at the front lines of every culture war, Theo. Not all of us were born activists.”

			Theo had left the womb a human rights lawyer and her professional path so far was a mere formality. There was never a social injustice she wasn’t deeply invested in. Stella, on the other hand, had always been happy to live and let live. Every piece of news she was aware of she had consumed against her will. She’d found a long time ago that the world was that much more tolerable, the less she engaged with it. Theo had called that privilege. Stella considered it self-preservation.

			“Every culture war, Stells? What was the last social issue you actually cared about?”

			Stella held Theo’s gaze for a long moment of silence, watching the dark daring flames flicker in Theo’s eyes. Her heart was going to burst with despair. How could this woman, who had known her for thirteen years, sometimes understand her so little? Their arguments were nothing new. After years of this, however, Stella had reached a tipping point.

			“I really feel sorry for you, Theo, you must be so angry with yourself. It must be so hard for you, enlightened as you are, to want to fuck the shallow Barbie.” Stella saw her words hit Theo like a slap, the change in her expression perceptible. Resigned exhaustion washed over Theo and she had that look of vulnerability that always managed to pull at Stella’s heartstrings.

			“You know what’s hard for me, Stells? Being so fucking in love with you.”

			Tears stung in Stella’s eyes. She needed to get out of there. The weight of Theo’s confession made her heart heavy. Stella could not fathom, despite years of grappling with the concept, how Theo could want her, love her even and still sleep with other women, date other women, insist on never losing the freedom to pursue other women. At that moment, Stella said the only thing she could think of in the past few weeks.

			“And yet you have a girlfriend.”

			She turned around and ran down the stairs. She crossed the foyer in a few big strides and then jogged down the street, desperate to get as far away from Theo as possible.

			






    
            Chapter Ten





			The place was small and unassuming from the outside. A single sign hanging from the wall next to the entrance announced the name of the restaurant. Stella hoped that Cole had either been here before or was savvy with navigation apps. She walked in, clammy palms and irregular breathing, to find she wouldn’t have to worry about that. Cole was sitting at a table opposite the bar, already reading the menu, and Stella could count the heartbeats she had before being noticed.

			Stella was well aware of her looks. She’d been turning heads since she was fourteen—adult men’s heads, unfortunately, made up the vast majority of those. But she did eventually find her right audience as she aged. A pouty-lipped, long-legged blonde with perky tits and blue eyes, she had never lacked for attention, even when her blond was covered beneath auburn. She made the most out of the curves she’d been given, always dressing to impress, and tonight was no different. Her slip-on mini dress showed off her legs and the oversized blazer she wore on top to guard against the cold did nothing to obstruct the view.

			Still, nerves got to her. Her looks were a double-edged sword. She’d had to learn quickly that there was no winning scenario: if she was sexy, she was too sexy, and if she wasn’t, she was doomed to irrelevance.

			Given the way things between her and Cole had started, and still reeling from her argument with Theo not a week ago, perhaps an attractive package was all she had to offer. Then again, Andy had quickly become bored with the package too.

			Her rumination was cut short when Cole spotted her. Stella took a deep breath that did nothing to calm her and, putting on her bravest smile, slinked toward the table.

			“I’m a little early.” Cole stood to greet her. They hugged and despite their previous intimacy, the contact felt a bit awkward. Maybe this was a bad idea after all.

			“You should’ve texted. What am I saying, I probably wouldn’t have made it earlier…” Stella sat in the chair opposite Cole and instinctively reached for the glass of water already set by her fork.

			“No, you’re on time. On the dot, actually.” If Stella didn’t know how charming Cole could be, she’d assume she was hopelessly socially inept by the nervous gestures and the tone that suggested anxiety. “You look fantastic by the way.”

			The compliment was sincere by all indications, but Stella flinched slightly. Wasn’t that what she was going for earlier? She wanted to look fantastic for Cole and yet… “Thank you,” she said softly, then lowered her eyes toward the menu. A convenient distraction.

			“The rocchetta cheese is really good,” Cole said. 

			Stella looked up from the menu. “And here I thought I was introducing you to a new place.”

			Cole shrugged, sheepish. “A very close friend of mine is a chef. She drags me to all sorts of places.”

			“That would be the ex-girlfriend who made the mini fish tacos for the rehearsal dinner?”

			“And the chicken for the wedding.”

			Stella grinned. Cole’s awkwardness was giving way to her usual charisma, putting Stella at ease as well. Perhaps there was hope for this evening turning out all right. She felt her breathing even out, and as she reached for her water again, the tiniest glimmer of optimism relaxed her shoulders.

			“Can I confess something?” 

			And that lasted exactly three seconds. The cautious expression that accompanied Cole’s question gave a new rise to Stella’s anxiety.

			“Yes,” she agreed tentatively, leaning forward, preparing to become Cole’s reluctant confidant.

			“I was really nervous for this date.” 

			Stella audibly exhaled at the admission, which immediately put a smile on Cole’s face, a mixture between apologetic and mildly amused. “I still am. As you can surely tell.”

			“Oh, thank God.” Stella collapsed back into her chair with a burst of nervous laughter. “I thought I was the only one. I called my mom three times to ask her what to wear.”

			“You have a really cool mom. Mine cut me off after the first one—she’s with her friends salsa dancing.” Cole made a face that told Stella a lot about the loving teasing Cole’s mom had to endure. First green flag for Cole: loving her mom in a non-creepy, non-dysfunctional way. Stella grinned.

			“I love that for your mom. She’s out there living her best life.”

			“She’s always been like this. My brother Caleb hates it because he’s always been a momma’s boy and wanted to stay attached to her hip at all times. But for me, I think she set a really good example of having a life outside of just being a mom.”

			Stella’s cheeks were starting to hurt from smiling. Cole couldn’t have possibly been more endearing in that moment. Being very close with her mom herself, Stella felt a warm sense of camaraderie with Cole who clearly loved and appreciated her family just as much. “Sounds like you really look up to her. That’s sweet, and it’s a point in your favor.” Stella chuckled. “As for being nervous, you have that working for you as well. My grandma used to say, ‘Never trust a man who is too cool and charming around you.’ It turns out I’m not interested in men, but I still stick to her advice.”

			“It’s pretty solid advice. Though I’m thinking you should’ve been alarmed when we first met because back then I was on my A game. I wanted to get you into bed from the start.” Cole’s sincerity was disarming. Of course, Stella already knew that—back then all she wanted from their encounter was uncomplicated sex too. But as Cole’s eyes held hers with frankness, she couldn’t resist teasing her a little.

			“And now you don’t?” She raised her eyebrows provocatively, resting her chin on her knuckles. Cole leaned forward slightly, holding her gaze so intensely Stella’s lips parted in a silent gasp.

			Just as the stakes were rising higher and Cole was about to speak, a waiter approached their table. Stella finally registered the delay and remembered that this particular place had always been understaffed. For Cole’s sake, she hoped they at least hadn’t changed the chef in the three years she had been cheating on Portland.

			“Should we order wine or are you a driver tonight?” Cole asked over the menu.

			“No, I walked here and I’m calling an Uber home. I mean, yes to wine.”

			“Great, I’m doing exactly the same.”

			Stella let Cole order the wine and recommend the food—if Cole was nervous, this would’ve been a confidence boost. It was for Stella as well. It had been ages since someone cared to impress her like Cole did.

			The waiter gone, they stared into each other’s eyes as if remembering exactly where they’d left off and it felt like someone turned up the heat in the restaurant way past what the mild September chill called for. Stella half-expected Cole to continue her previous thought. She didn’t.

			“Why have you been nervous?”

			Stella looked out the window. The pedestrians outside barely registered in her mind. The quickly falling dusk didn’t either. She deliberated telling the truth.

			“I can’t be nervous?” Instead, she turned to Cole with a flirtatious challenge.

			“I’m sure you are aware of how attractive you are. Has anyone ever failed to show you?” Cole tilted her head with a beautiful smile that hid none of the sincerity of her words.

			Stella looked down at her lap. Between Andy’s unspoken but relentless rejection and Theo’s contempt for her lack of social awareness, where should she start? Best to keep it on the vague side. “Sometimes I fear that’s all I am.”

			“I don’t think that’s the case.” Cole’s brows furrowed in obvious disapproval. “And in any case, I didn’t mean to—”

			“No, I’m sorry, I know you didn’t. It’s just…I had this fight with a friend recently. She’s this passionate, brilliant aspiring human rights lawyer and well, she can be a bit intense. And jerk-ish.” Stella grimaced. Theo did come across as a jerk sometimes. And right now Theo wasn’t her favorite person. “She implied I was shallow and ignorant. She’s not wrong, though…I’m not exactly feeding orphans and fighting for the rights of girls in Afghanistan to get secondary education…”

			The waiter interrupted them again, saving Stella from this mortifying conversation. He set two glasses of red wine in front of them and a cheese platter at the center of the table. Cole thanked him before returning her attention to Stella, utterly serious. “‘Shallow’ and ‘ignorant’ are the last words I’d use to describe you.” 

			Granted, Cole didn’t know her that well. 

			“And besides, I’m sure there is something you’re just as passionate about as your friend, the human rights lawyer.”

			Stella considered. Before she could think better of her impulse to share something so personal on a first date, she blurted out, “Eating disorders. I mean, young girls with eating disorders.”

			“Been there yourself? I’m sorry, you don’t have to answer that—”

			“No.” Stella quickly shook her head. “No, I mean, yes…yes, I have.” She exhaled shakily. Sharing something so intimate and vulnerable went against all common first date wisdom. But Cole looked at her with those inviting warm eyes and she didn’t feel like they were crossing any emotionally inappropriate lines. “When all you’re told is how pretty you are, you start thinking ‘Gee, I hope I don’t lose it because then I’d be completely invisible’…” She smiled. “It was hard to diagnose at first. I thought I was just ‘eating healthy.’ But my mom noticed I suddenly had these rigid rules around food that I wouldn’t budge on. She got me into therapy pretty quickly. So that’s behind me now.”

			“There you go.” Cole didn’t look at her with pity. If anything, she looked at her with a tender brew of curiosity, understanding, and wonder. Stella felt a connection she’d rarely felt with someone she knew so little. It didn’t take saying the “right words” to make her feel seen. “So that’s your cause.”

			“Yeah, but it’s not like I’m doing anything about it,” she said.

			“You’re in fashion, right?”

			“Yes…” 

			“I might’ve Googled you.” 

			That answered her unspoken question. Cole seemed a bit embarrassed about it. Of course, in the era of social media, it was not exactly unusual. Stella had done the same.

			“Don’t worry, I don’t think you’re a crazy stalker. I kinda found you on Instagram. Was surprised your profile wasn’t locked.” They both chuckled at their shared folly—clearly, this burgeoning crush was very much mutual.

			“I don’t have anything personal there.”

			“I noticed.” Stella smiled harder at her bold admission. Cole didn’t seem to mind.

			“So you are in fashion?” Little by little, Cole’s face was becoming serious again.

			“Yes. Sort of. I write about fashion.”

			“Then that’s where you should be.” 

			Stella felt her forehead scrunch in confusion. Cole explained, “You were obviously meant to do something there. Be one less voice making women feel like their bodies are trends that come and go every season.” Misinterpreting Stella’s skepticism that must have been all over her face, Cole added, “You know what I mean. ‘Booty’s out, skinny’s back in,’ that kind of thing.”

			“I was ‘meant to’? Do you believe that?” Cole was proving to be more than she had imagined.

			“What? Destiny? A higher power that guides our lives? Yes, absolutely.” Cole leaned forward and added in a low voice, “I even believe in astrology. Enough to know my natal chart.”

			Stella’s smile spilled into laughter. “Oh, you’ll love Sophie. Zara’s partner.”

			“I remember Sophie. She asked me if a serial killer workshop was ‘a bit odd’ as a wedding gift.”

			“What did you say?”

			“I said Cooper would eat it up. And I don’t know Liddy that well, but she seems like someone who just needs a shovel.”

			Stella grinned. Liddy was small but fierce and she was capable of burying a body. As a wedding gift, Zara and Sophie had given them tickets to a workshop aimed at true crime fans and murder mystery writers. Liddy and Coop fell into the former category. While other couples watched Netflix on the couch after work, they put on their favorite true crime podcasts. Stella supposed it was “a bit odd” of a wedding gift, but then again, it worked for the target audience.

			“By the way, Stella, I don’t think ‘pretty’ is all you have to offer.” Cole became serious. “I wouldn’t be here if I did. One thing you immediately won me over with is how much you care for your friends.” 

			Cole seemed entirely sincere. Of course, Cole had no idea Stella had ditched her friends for three years without so much as a greeting card on Christmas. She bit her lip. Thankfully, she didn’t have to come up with a response. Cole lightened up pretty quickly and asked, “So what about you? Where do you stand on the whole higher power, meaning of life thing?”

			“Hm.” Stella bided her time by taking a sip of her wine and pretending to browse the cheese platter. “Not sure I believe in astrology…” Her eyes held Cole’s. “But I do think we’re not alone in the Universe.”

			“You mean like aliens?” Cole was clearly teasing her.

			“Among other things. Have you been to Area Fifty-One?” Stella made light of her mock skepticism in return.

			“Hey, I’m open-minded, I was just asking.”

			“But yeah…I suppose, a higher power too.” More of an agnostic with no horse in the race, she was not particularly spiritual. She did have an ear for Sophie’s sermons on universal connection, though. Unlike a certain annoying atheist type in their friend group… “Did you grow up religious?”

			“Yes, but we went to a very progressive church. I’m lucky with my parents. When I came out, they basically went ‘duh, we’ve seen the way you dress, honey.’ So I never resented Sunday service, never had a reason to.” Once again, Cole was proving to be a well-adjusted adult with healthy familial bonds. Stella’s attraction was hiking up much like her mini dress.

			“Tell me more about your family.”

			
        
          
            [image: ornamental scene break]
          

        

        * * *

      

			By the time dessert arrived, Cole had shared a myriad of funny anecdotes about her older brothers Caleb and Donovan. Caleb was the introspective introvert of the family who as a child always managed to say something so profound, he got the adults around him stupefied. Cole called him an old soul. Donovan was the complete opposite—always getting into trouble. Naturally, as a child Cole followed him like a puppy. Once—Stella laughed in wide-eyed horror and with a hand over her mouth—Donovan and Cole jumped from the second story of the house with a makeshift parachute made out of bed linens and rope. Cole showed a scar right above her ear where she got the stitches.

			Stella shared about her family too. About her mom who always knew what to do in every situation and how Stella had never been nearly as resourceful. About her dad who was always bugging Liddy when he started yet another home renovation project. And about the fat one-eyed cat they’d rescued from a shelter who against all odds was still alive and kicking.

			Then, when the check arrived, Stella insisted on paying by citing the fact that she had asked Cole out and that if Cole was so eager to pay, she should ask her out next time. Next time. It was that phrase that seemed to make them both realize how much they didn’t want this time to be over just yet.

			“We could take a walk,” Cole suggested.

			“I’d like that. I can call an Uber from anywhere.”

			“Yes, and we can stop by that shop you mentioned.”

			Stella sighed. “I doubt it’s still open…But I wouldn’t mind checking it out next time. I’m actually excited for the lessons.”

			Cole collected ukuleles from special places and people—an instrument she promised to teach Stella how to play, swearing it was “super easy.” Stella had remembered a music store she’d visited years ago when Zara was determined to spend her Christmas bonus on one of those beautiful standing pianos. Stella was sure the store still existed—she’d passed by it on the way to Coop and Liddy’s recently.

			“Oh, trust me, you should be. I’m a really good teacher.” Cole softly bumped her shoulder into Stella’s with a mischievous grin. They were walking down the street in the chill September air, passing by people rushing to their Friday evening plans.

			“You’re a really hot teacher too. In fact, I think that might be a problem.” Stella effortlessly transitioned from heartfelt conversations about their families to unabashed flirting.

			“Oh? Why is that?”

			“Because I’m pretty sure it’s unethical to have sex with your teacher…”

			“Let it be known that your charms will have no effect on your grades.”

			“You’re stern but fair.” Stella evoked the little power game they’d played last time. By the flash of desire in Cole’s eyes, she recalled the same moments. They walked in silence so intense it made Stella’s whole body tingle. Cole’s presence alone was enough of a turn-on. But now that their knuckles brushed against each other, now that the air around them felt heavy with innuendo, now that memories wrapped around Stella’s belly tying it into a torturous knot, arousal clouded her mind.

			She let her fingers make fuller contact with Cole’s—her high heels were giving her this advantage—grazing her fingertips in passing, then skimming the surface of the back of her hand. Cole swept her knuckles past hers, in a fleeting electrifying gesture, then just a heartbeat later, her fingers briefly fit between Stella’s like the teeth of two gears interlocking in motion. The touch ignited her. That Cole made no move to hold her hand got her even more bothered. All of the little moments leading to it were infinitely more exciting than the event itself.

			“You know,” Cole said in a low voice raspy with telltale arousal, “just because we’ve had sex before doesn’t mean I expect anything from you now.” It was a feeble procedural statement. Stella watched Cole swallow hard.

			“Of course, I had no doubts about it.” Stella was emboldened by the raw hunger in Cole’s eyes. She was drunk on being wanted. “And I don’t expect anything from you now either. Just because we’ve had sex before.” She licked her lips. They had come to a stop near a lit-up corner store, inconveniently in the way of the exiting customers.

			“That being said…” Momentary doubt seemed to pass through Cole’s mind before she continued. “We could have a drink at my place. You can see my collection of ukuleles.”

			“Cole.”

			“Hm?”

			Stella tiptoed to peer into Cole’s darkened eyes because even in her heels she was still a tad bit shorter. “I want to come to your place so we can fuck until our legs are shaking. And then I want to see your collection of ukuleles.”

			






    
            Chapter Eleven





			Perfect honeymoon bliss engulfed Stella and Cole like bubble wrap shielding them from the mundanities of everyday life. In the past couple of weeks, they had spent more evenings together than apart and Stella had, predictably, succumbed to the non-productivity of early-stage infatuation, meeting deadlines purely on luck and last-minute uninspired efforts. Some pieces she submitted mere moments before they were due in a panicked frenzy—wearing nothing but Cole’s shirt.

			The past two weekends were spent in bed. They did have the best of intentions to leave Cole’s apartment. They were going to take a walk and grab coffee, and maybe have lunch in that charming little restaurant near the Art Museum and then pop in to see that exhibition Liddy and Coop were raving about. But getting their limbs untangled proved more difficult than anticipated. On Sunday morning, Stella even missed the regular video call with Mom. And though she made up for it later in the evening, she was starting to feel a little guilty for letting passion override all else.

			“Do you think we’re being too absorbed with each other?” Stella’s voice came out breathy and mellow, her lips still less than an inch apart from Cole’s. Despite the hazy feeling that the world around them was distant and blurred, they were, in actuality, smooching in the queue of a coffee shop on a regular Tuesday morning, computer bags hanging from their shoulders. Eager to see each other even sooner, they’d fooled themselves into thinking they could spend the day co-working. The public place was their safety net—had they gone to Cole’s apartment, their computers would’ve long since become ornamental.

			“I think as far as lesbian relationships go, we’re moving pretty slow.” A long deep kiss followed Cole’s answer that shut down all thought processes in Stella’s head. The only thing that made them part their lips was the barista getting impatient—the queue had moved along, leaving Stella and Cole stuck a few feet from the counter. “One oat milk iced latte and an americano for here.”

			Chastened like horny teenagers, they stood apart from each other, pointedly not kissing and waiting for their order, all prim and proper. Well, almost.

			“Okay, you have to admit we’ve been a little…” Stella couldn’t help but lightly trace the line of buttons holding Cole’s casual navy shirt closed, her eyes following the same path as her index finger.

			“Yes. We’ve been a little…But that’s normal. It’s what happens when you like someone.”

			“I haven’t liked anyone so much in a very long time,” Stella admitted. Apart from Theo, the last person to turn her brain into mush, had been Andy. And that one didn’t end well either. Maybe liking Cole so much spelled doom.

			“Can’t say I mind that…” Cole’s hands were equally as guilty, one pulling Stella closer by the hip, the other following the curve of her side. And those smokey eyes filled with desire. Stella had missed being looked at with so much appreciation.

			“But you get what I’m saying.” Whatever her mouth voiced, her clouded gaze, fixed on Cole’s lips, spoke in a different language. She wanted to spend as much time with Cole as her recently developed crush dictated and yet she needed to keep a cool head. Falling for Cole way too fast could cost her.

			“I do. And I think it’s healthy to take it slow. And see other people.” Momentary horror passed over Cole’s face before she promptly corrected herself, “I mean like friends and family.”

			They hadn’t discussed being exclusive yet or where all of this was going, but Cole’s swift rectification unleashed a wave of relief in Stella. She hadn’t realized how much she’d hoped for this exact development. For a beat she deliberated pushing further into a full-blown conversation territory, but Cole’s attention was already pulled away by the barista handing her their order. The moment had come and gone.

			“Your oat latte, my lady.” Cole passed Stella her drink with a grin that made her tummy flutter. To refrain from yet another long passionate kiss in public, Stella wrapped her lips around the paper straw instead. October days were still warm enough for iced lattes even if the evenings called for a jacket.

			As they made their way from the counter to a table near the window at the back, Stella’s phone rang. A burst of anxiety shot through her body. Had she officially missed a deadline this time? Seeing the caller ID brought her adrenaline back down—it was Liddy.

			“Hey, hi.” Stella was acutely aware she had ditched Liddy again because of Theo. Skipping the gang’s most recent movie night now weighed on her. “Listen, I’m sorry about Friday, I just thought it would be better for everyone—”

			“Hah. Theo didn’t show up either. You think alike I guess.” Weariness made Liddy’s voice sound unusually somber. This couldn’t be just about the latest installment of the drama between her and Theo—those Liddy had grown accustomed to. Dread pooled in her stomach as seconds of silence passed. “That’s not why I’m calling though. This is hard to say. Deb passed away last night.”

			The shock that gripped Stella in an instant must’ve been painted all over her face because she could see the concern in Cole’s eyes.

			“I know Theo’s not your favorite right now, but you were close with Deb,” Liddy continued when she got no response. “The service will be tomorrow, I’ll text you the details.”

			“Thank you, Liddy.” Stella finally found some words at the back of her throat. “You and Coop?”

			“We’ll all be there.”
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        * * *

      

			Deborah Kingsley had named all three of her daughters as if they belonged to a long line of female rulers in a proud ancient kingdom where dragons flew over the castle and magical powers abounded. Theodora, Georgiana, and Amelia Kingsley stood tall by the entrance of the red brick church and greeted the people Deb’s life had touched. All, except one. Their father was suspiciously missing from the picture.

			He and Deb had their issues. On and off again throughout their marriage. But something bigger than a temporary breakup must have happened in the last three years for Nick to be absent from his own wife’s funeral. Of course, until yesterday Stella wasn’t aware of Deb’s year-long fight with cancer either. That it was Liddy and not Theo who informed her stung more than she cared to admit.

			But all bitterness and resentment dissipated at the sight of Theo standing by her sisters in a black shirt and black slacks. A hollow, weary expression had sharpened the angularity of her features, aging her overnight. Despite the set jaw, Stella could see the shadow of vulnerability in the hazel eyes she adored and felt her heart breaking for Theo. Against her better judgment, her hands ached to pull her in, to hold her, to comfort her. But Stella wouldn’t do that.

			“I am so sorry.” Her voice cracked as she took her gaze away from Theo to acknowledge first Georgiana and then Amelia. Stella’s usual charm had always been met with mixed reviews in the Kingsley family. Deb had loved her right away. Georgiana had always been skeptical and standoffish. Amelia, the youngest, had developed a childish crush on her fueled purely by admiration. And Theo…for the thousandth time, Stella remembered the words that had bounced off the walls of the stairwell in Zara and Sophie’s building. You know what’s hard for me, Stells? Being so fucking in love with you.

			Unselfconscious as ever, Amelia leapt into Stella’s embrace. At twenty-four, she had long outgrown her girl crush, but the warm feelings remained. Over her shoulder, Georgiana simply nodded, saying “Thank you.” Tears had dried on her cheeks.

			Theo barely glanced her way. Stella wanted to read coldness in her but only felt hurt. She let go of Amelia, squeezed her hands one last time and moved along to allow other guests to enter and express their condolences to Deb’s family.

			Liddy, Coop, and Zara were gathered at the foot of the podium. As Stella walked up to them, Liddy’s eyes, shiny with tears, met hers.

			They didn’t say much in greeting, simply embraced. A couple of minutes later, the four of them were joined by Sophie who brought a bottle of water and a protein bar for Zara. She had cried too.

			“How’s Theo doing?” Stella made no attempt to hold in her question. Moments like these made all pretense pointless. She cared about Theo, whether they fought or made out. Up. Made up.

			“Well, you know her. She’s been grumpy and rude.” The contrast between Liddy’s description of Theo and her soft and affectionate tone was a testament to her endless capacity for empathy. Empathy Stella had been the undeserving recipient of many, many times.

			“You mean to tell me Theo’s been brooding and getting testy in lieu of sharing her feelings? I have to see it to believe it.” Stella flashed Liddy a smile.

			“For your sake, I hope you won’t see it this time.” Coop put a sympathetic hand on Stella’s shoulder. “Let’s get through this memorial with minimal damage. Theo will open up when she’s ready.”

			“No, she won’t,” Zara commented dispassionately.

			“No, she won’t,” Coop echoed.

			In an extension of unbelievable understanding Theo’s way—considering how truly unpleasant Theo could get at times—Sophie rumbled, “Everyone’s allowed to grieve in their own way. And in their own time.” Stella both admired her for her genuine ability to stay unbothered and offer grace, and yet feared she might be letting Theo get away with too much.

			“Sure,” Zara said evenly. “But it’s hard to hug a cactus.”

			Soft chuckles lightened up the dire mood. Liddy brushed away tears and smiled mirthlessly. “Do you guys remember when Deb hosted Thanksgiving that first year we became friends?” Liddy’s eyes lit up as fresh tears threatened to spill over. “Coop and I had just started dating and we didn’t want to fly back home. And you”—Liddy looked at Stella with something between mild amusement and reproach—“didn’t think to get a ticket until the very last-minute and at that point all flights had been booked for weeks.” That was typical. Stella rolled her eyes at herself. “Zara hadn’t seen her family in a couple of years. So we were all sans plans and sans turkey.”

			“Yeah. When Deb found out, she wouldn’t leave us alone until we agreed to spend Thanksgiving at hers. She even called Stella’s mom and Bonnie rallied right behind her,” Coop recalled, a bittersweet smile slowly spreading on her lips. All of them had at one point or another benefited from Deb’s kindness and generosity. But Coop was especially prone to gratitude, having lost her mother to cancer earlier than a kid should have to bury a parent. As if sensing exactly how she felt, Liddy snaked an arm around her waist and nuzzled her shoulder.

			Coop’s comment apparently triggered Zara’s own reminiscence. Levity flashed in her eyes. “Oh, remember how she played matchmaker? She got a little tipsy that evening and called Bonnie and Edwin ‘the future in-laws.’”

			“She did?” Dismayed, Stella felt like the proverbial deer in headlights. If Deb had had such aspirations, she’d never made them clear in front of her. Or her parents for that matter…

			“Yep. Said she had ‘the future in-laws’ to thank for having us over. She was convinced your mom and dad finally talked us into it. I think she never actually lost hope that you and… Not even when you…you know.” Left was the word Zara tiptoed around. Not for the first time, Stella felt a pang of guilt. She’d apologized to Liddy, but Liddy wasn’t the only one affected by her cowardice.

			Unconsciously shifting her eyes from Zara to Liddy, she noticed the awkward expressions Liddy and Coop now wore. “You knew about this too?”

			“We knew a lot of things,” Liddy said, raising her voice, on the defensive. Stella’s face grew warm. Of course, they’d also figured out Theo and Stella had made out in Theo’s room that Thanksgiving. They’d shared the occasional flirtatious joke, the many, many suggestive comments, the lingering stares and charged silences, but until then they had never shared a kiss.

			“You weren’t being very subtle,” Coop added, clearly finding Stella’s and Theo’s unavailing play at discretion entirely too amusing.

			“So what about that Thanksgiving?” Sophie took mercy on Stella. “How was it at the Kingsley household?”

			“Chaotic.” Stella was thankful for the change of topic. Or rather, the kind return to their previous one. “Deb called her daughters the three graces and Theo always corrected her.”

			“The three menaces,” Liddy said.

			“Yep, that was it. Never a dull day with them around. Amelia was eleven or twelve back then and Theo helped her get into all sorts of shenanigans. That particular Thanksgiving they almost burned the turkey.” Stella couldn’t quite piece the whole day together, but she remembered how mad Deb had been at the two of them.

			“No,” Coop said, her recollection of events apparently more reliable than Stella’s. “They burned the pumpkin pie, remember? Deb had put them on pumpkin pie duty and instead they’d gotten into a water balloon fight with some kids from the neighborhood.”

			“Oh, yeah,” Stella said, the memory slowly dawning on her. “And Deb got super mad because Amelia had just recovered from pneumonia…”

			“George was ready to fight Theo,” Liddy said. “It was warm for November but still in the fifties.”

			“And I think the only thing that stopped Nick from going off was that we were there.” Coop offered support to Liddy and Stella’s narration.

			“Deb was holding that family together so well…”

			“Deb was the best.” Zara’s eyes grew misty. “When she found out my parents disowned me, she called my mother a hypocrite. No one had ever dared to, until her.” Zara’s Muslim mother had married outside of the faith, challenging her own parents, but drew the line at same-sex relationships. Deb had rightfully called her a hypocrite. “Everyone else used to gaslight me, telling me how every mother loved her children. Not Deb. Deb never minced words. She said my parents were stupid to lose me.

			“Did you know she was the first to lend me money when I told her I wanted to open a bookstore? She always encouraged me to follow my dreams. Even in my wild child, party girl era…Shit, I graduated thanks to her.” Sophie enveloped Zara in a tender embrace, their hands intertwining over the baby bump, and rested her chin on her shoulder. “When Sophie and I started trying, I got so scared out of nowhere. I was so close to being a mom myself and I didn’t know if I could even be a good one or if I’d screw up the kid like…well, like my parents screwed up. I called Deb after our last try—before I knew that was the one that took—and she was all like, ‘No one feels ready even when they really want it so you might as well follow your heart and be the best mom you can be.’”

			First Stella, then Liddy and Coop wrapped their arms around Zara and Sophie in a clumsy embrace. From the outside, their group hug probably looked ridiculous and uncoordinated. From the inside, it was all warm and fuzzy. Stella thanked her lucky stars for having these people in her life. She kissed Zara’s temple and joined Coop in cooing at her now much bigger pregnant belly.

			“You hear that, little fellow?” Coop’s voice had grown softer. “Grandma Deb wants you to follow your heart too.”

			“We all do,” Stella added. “Wherever it takes you.”

			“As long as you don’t become a child star,” Liddy said.

			“Or a Twitch streamer,” Sophie cautioned, hand on the bump.

			“Or one of those boys who say, ‘you’re not like other girls.’” Zara furrowed her brows in distaste.

			“Oh, or a male feminist who recites popular slogans just to get into women’s pants,” Liddy said.

			“Or a devil’s advocate.” Sophie’s tone got a little sharper.

			“But other than that. You can be anything you want.” Coop’s conclusion was punctuated by her squeezing Zara’s shoulders affectionately.

			Movement between the benches made it clear the sermon was about to begin. Their little circle disbanded quietly. Everyone took their seats—Zara, Sophie, and Stella on the first bench to the left and Liddy and Coop on the other side of the aisle, next to Georgiana and Amelia. Stella did the quick math and her stomach turned. Just like she anticipated, a moment later, Theo sat down next to her. Dreading their closeness and yet longing to place a hand on her knee or intertwine their fingers together, she cast a furtive look around. But it was too late to switch places with Zara, away from temptation. The pastor was already taking her place at the podium.

			Theo made no move, said nothing to acknowledge their sudden proximity. Her clenched jaw was a warning meant to dissuade even the friendliest attempt at consolation. Despite her best efforts to stay mad at Theo, Stella saw past it. She’d glimpsed pieces of Theo beneath the prickly surface. Once, Theo had erupted into tears right in front of her and in that moment she seemed every bit as vulnerable as anyone who had ever lost their childhood pet. Barkley died at an impressive old age, but his passing was no less shocking and painful to the Kingsleys. Theo cried for the retriever like a child. Stella’s heart broke for her then and it was breaking for her now when Theo wore none of her grief on her sleeve.

			Fragments of their conversation in the Airbnb Stella had stayed in when she got back flashed through her mind. That Theo, the Theo who was present and tender and open, was someone Stella had hoped for her entire adult life. That Theo she wanted to bring in, to hold against her chest and rock through the pain. In an ill-advised but wholly sincere gesture of affection, she moved her hand to cover Theo’s, tense and strung on her knee.

			Theo got up from her seat. She strode to the raised platform where Deb’s photo stood framed by dozens of flowers. The space looked bare without a casket and oddly sterile. Like no death had occurred if there was no body to show. Alive, Deb had been vocal about her wish to be cremated. In death, her absence felt unusually hollow and Stella couldn’t wrap her mind around never visiting her again, even if the address had changed.

			“My last memory of my mother…” Theo visibly bit the inside of her cheek before she could continue. The microphone carried her next words over the benches and Stella’s chest tightened. “My last memory of my mother is of her in the hospital. Happened to visit on a good day…I didn’t know it then. My mother was chatting with the nurse, trading brownie recipes, joking about mixing some herbs in there. She looked up and smiled at me. I thought in that moment for sure things were going to be all right, it’s my mom we’re talking about. The woman never stopped fighting.” Theo was bracing her upper body on the lectern, gaze above the heads of the guests. Her stance, her slight frown, her white knuckles suggested that if she met anyone’s eye even for an instant, everything holding her together would dissolve and she’d break. “When I was leaving, she told me to leave the door open. An odd request but I obliged. I wanted to say…” Voice wavering, Theo shifted her weight from one foot to another as if reconsidering her impulse to share. Stella instinctively knew how that sentence would end and her stomach clenched with the breath-stealing pain that washed over her. “I’ll give the word to my sister Georgiana.”

			I wanted to say “I love you,” but I thought I had time.

			Liddy was openly sobbing on the other side of the aisle.
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        * * *

      

			People were pouring out of the red brick church and into the bright light of a cold October day, the first one so far. Determined to patch up the most recent gash in their friendship that seemed so insignificant now, Stella chased Theo down the aisle. Insolent and closed off as she was, Theo was still her friend—a friend who was hurting.

			She caught up to her near the exit and grabbed the sleeve of her shirt to prevent her escape. In a split second, she prepared a statement of reconciliation and when Theo’s hard eyes met hers, Stella blurted out, “I wish you’d let me in because you shouldn’t be going through this alone.” Theo’s surprise was palpable. Stella took advantage of having stunned her into silence and went on. “I am your friend, Theo, despite whatever words we happen to exchange when we’re riling each other up. Please. Please let me be there for you. I want to be there for you.”

			For one hopeful moment, Stella could feel Theo’s walls crumble, the conflict visible on her face. But when Theo spoke, her voice dripped with disappointment. “Now you want to be there for me, Stells? Where were you when the doctor pulled me aside to berate me for not taking my mom to a checkup sooner? A checkup I didn’t even know she needed because she never complained. Where were you when my father walked out, too selfish to stick by his sick wife? Were you in London? My memory is a bit hazy…”

			“That’s not fair,” Stella said under her breath. “I didn’t know…”

			“Of course you didn’t. You’d have to call to know what’s happening with your friends.”

			Guilt loosened its grip on Stella to allow her simmering frustration to bubble up to the surface. Phones didn’t only work in one direction. Theo could have been the one to call. “No, no, no, no…” Stella shook her head, her attempt at mending things forgotten. “You could’ve picked up the phone. You knew how close I was with Deb.”

			“So close you didn’t even call her? Stells, come the fuck on, if you wanted to keep in touch you would’ve. Your message was received loud and clear.” Stella was glad the church had emptied out before Theo got pissed off enough to raise her voice. But when she looked toward the exit, she glimpsed Zara and Liddy just outside, and by the looks on their faces, she knew the sound of their heated exchange had carried.

			Keeping her own voice down, Stella whispered, “You don’t get to decide that. Not in this case, not when we’re talking about Deb getting diagnosed with a terminal illness. That’s not news you get to keep to yourself.”

			“Oh, I didn’t realize bad news was a good enough reason to disturb your perfect little life in London. That’s my bad.” Wishing that passive-aggressive remarks were not Theo’s preferred style of fighting, Stella prepared her retort, but Theo didn’t leave room for it. “You want to be there for me now, Stells? You wouldn’t even be here if your relationship had worked out.” Seeing Stella open her mouth to protest, Theo persisted, “No, tell me. Would you have even showed up for Liddy and Coop’s wedding?”

			There. Theo had always known how to push her buttons and now she’d pressed a particularly painful one. Stella’s eyes welled. She wanted to deny it, but she couldn’t bring herself to lie. So she let the silence stretch, swallowing words she knew were untrue.

			“That’s what I thought.” Theo was, finally, not shouting at her, the hurt behind her anger beginning to show. “So you don’t get to be there for me now, Stells. My friendship is not a consolation prize for your fairy-tale ending badly.”

			Tears rolled down Stella’s cheeks. She hated that instead of cradling Theo in her arms, they were trading punches. She knew how to put an end to it—reveal the depths of her regret and beg forgiveness. But Theo had shown her no mercy when she’d extended her olive branch and now the instinct to protect herself prevailed.

			“God, I hope throwing this is my face makes you happy.” Stella’s lower lip trembled. She felt pathetic and small, reduced to crying like a child, all venom gone from her voice.

			“I’m far from fucking happy.” Theo’s voice echoed through the church, loud and brutal, startling Stella into a gasp. Coop was already rushing in and grabbing her by the shoulders.

			“Get a grip, man. You’re being a jerk right now.” Coop’s face was dead serious. She shook Theo until Theo relented and met her gaze. “Your mom died. It’s not a get-out-of-jail-free card.” Theo opened her mouth in a bid for the right to speak, but Coop cut her off before a single sound could come out. “No, shut up. Stop making an ass of yourself. Whatever you have to say to Stella could be said without the callousness. Later, when you’re less Hulk and more Bruce Banner. You’re crossing a line here.” Coop released her less than gently and Theo fought for a beat to keep her balance. Stella had never seen calm, even-keeled Cooper so furious.

			She cast a glance outside, searching for any reassurance that no one other than their little group had witnessed this nasty scene but, unfortunately, spotted Theo’s sisters on the stairs, wide-eyed and appalled by what they saw. Shame made her bury her face in the palms of her hands. In a hurry to get out of this mess, she spared Theo one last tearful look. When their eyes met, she knew exactly what was coming.

			“You could’ve called.” Theo kept her voice low, but her tone remained cold. “You could’ve at least called her.”

			Stella felt nauseous. She made her escape, running down the church stairs and right past Liddy’s outstretched arms. She made a quick turn around the corner, led by the fuzzy impulse to get to her car and drive as far away as possible. She’d made it to the end of the long brick wall when she realized her hand had been scraped by the rough facade she was bracing against in an attempt to stay on her feet. Far from anyone’s sight, behind the church, her body folded in half, rocked by silent sobs.

			






    
            Chapter Twelve





			Halloween was Liddy’s favorite holiday. She loved to dress up in costumes. She beamed at every single child trick-or-treating at her door. She decorated excessively and spent the week following the sacred day of festivities eating her body weight in pumpkin-themed candy she got “for the neighborhood kids.”

			Liddy’s grin was as bright as the lit-up pumpkin lanterns decorating the outside of the bookstore café, turned party central. Dressed as Baby from Dirty Dancing underneath her wool coat, she was smoking a cigarette—a repulsive habit she’d kicked years ago along with Stella.

			“Bum me one,” Stella said. 

			“Here, have mine. Coop only allows me one a month and I already had a half last weekend.” Liddy passed the cancer stick from her long manicured fingers to Stella’s and watched as Stella took a drag.

			Sitting on the ledge beneath the huge square window—or rather, what was left of it undecorated—Stella and Liddy were waiting for the rest of the gang to show up. Low-grade dread was coiled around Stella’s tummy at the thought of having to, even briefly, interact with Theo before it was polite to avoid her without it being perceived as snubbing. October had passed, cold and dreary, with not a single word exchanged.

			Stella had soldiered on. She didn’t want to ditch Liddy again just because her rocky friendship with Theo had hit yet another rough patch…or a potential breaking point. Not calling Deb for three years weighed enough on her as it was. And Theo was right. Though she had been a jerk about it. Stella had carelessly put her entire life in Portland behind her when she left, and she hadn’t even said “I’m sorry.” Not to Theo anyway.

			The acrid smoke burned through her lungs. An unwelcome memory flashed in her mind of her and Theo sharing a cigarette over a zealous breakdown of Stella’s latest disappointing situationship, though it was unclear now which situationship that was. Could a decade of friendship be over just like that? Stella had never had reason to believe it. No matter how complicated things got between them, no matter how jealous she felt over a new woman in Theo’s life and no matter the new person in hers—Stella had always felt that what bound them together could never unravel. For the first time since they met she wasn’t so sure. As she inhaled the toxic fumes of another drag, she was startled to discover only resignation evoked by that notion. She was tired in her bones.

			Her head snapped at a familiar voice that pulled her out of her introspection. “Someone called for dry ice.” Baby jumped to her feet with what sounded suspiciously like a squeak, arm already extended toward her Johnny. Stella quickly squashed the cigarette against the concrete facade of the building as her eyes met Cole’s—Cole who hadn’t yet discovered all of her little unpleasant habits and idiosyncrasies, apart from her drooling in her sleep.

			“I, uh…” Her eyes fell on the butt still squeezed between her fingers, and a small nervous laugh was her only real option. “I don’t actually smoke. I quit years ago, like, years.”

			“Uh-huh.” If anything, Cole seemed amused as she pulled Stella into her arms by the open leather jacket hung around Stella’s shoulders and delivered a sweet lingering kiss. “Ashtray,” she said as their lips briefly parted. “How did you know it was my favorite?”

			Stella wound an arm around Cole’s neck and nuzzled her cheek with a soft chuckle. “Shh, before I turn you into an ashtray.” Her hand flew to the wooden stake at her belt in a subtle threat that only made Cole grin. “I won’t hesitate to drive this stake through you, Angel.”

			A subtle smirk at the corner of her mouth, Cole brough their faces just a breath apart and said, “Now that would be a role-reversal…” Stella gave in to the inevitable and closed the scant distance between their lips. Dressing up as Buffy and Angel had been Cole’s brilliant idea, an idea which made Stella teeter on the verge of something decidedly stronger than a crush.

			“You two are disgusting.” Liddy’s lilt made them finally break their kiss with a clandestine chuckle. Having made out with her special someone, it was easy for her to throw jokes around at the freshly coupled up.

			“Be nice to the lovebirds, babe. And brace yourself for a full year of that, at least.” Since Stella first called Cole “her girlfriend,” Coop had been outrageously pleased with the turn of events. Two of her closest friends together? Secretly—Stella was growing certain of this—Coop was scripting the toast for their wedding.

			While Stella blushed at the suggestion their budding romance would, given time, become a serious relationship, Cole seemed to be entirely unburdened by the desire to play it cool. She beamed at Coop and said, “Minimum. In fact, we’re not planning on ever stopping being disgusting.”

			“You hear that?” Liddy looked up at Coop, hand on her chest. “They’ll be snogging all over the place. Say ‘goodbye’ to intelligent conversation.”

			“Oh, yeah, because we regularly discuss topics such as analytic versus continental philosophy otherwise.” Coop squeezed Liddy one more time before nodding toward the door and saying, “Okay, now let’s get this ice to Zara and Sophie. This party needs some spook-factor.”

			“And I need some warmth. This weather calls for something snugglier than a leather jacket.” The outfit might’ve been perfectly fit for purpose, but it was not keeping Stella warm enough for the plunge temperatures had recently taken. Cole tightened her embrace in an attempt to guard her against the cold during the brief walk from the display window to the door.

			Once said door opened, the volume of the music drastically increased. And while it wasn’t as loud as a club, Zara’s bookstore had undeniably undergone a transformation for this party—thick spiderwebs hung in the corners, eerie purple light covered every surface and guest, and progressively thinning fog was coming from the bar which during daylight only served coffee. Liddy confidently led them to a small table surrounded by mismatched armchairs and a single loveseat where Zara and Sophie had already dropped their things. And while Coop and Cole made their way to the staff room behind the bar, Liddy and Stella each claimed an armchair to lounge in and crowd-gaze. Or so Stella thought.

			“It’s official, huh? Couple’s costumes and everything.”

			Stella picked her words carefully, not wanting to downplay what she was beginning to feel for Cole but loathe to have Liddy pop the Champagne prematurely. “We are together, yes. Together, together.”

			“Mhm…” Liddy’s big brown eyes were coaxing a more meaningful, more heart-to-heart response from Stella. With a deep sigh, she conceded.

			“I like Cole a lot. Really, really…a lot. And things with her are…easy. Uncomplicated.”

			“Mmm, but you hate uncomplicated.” A knowing frown knitted Liddy’s eyebrows together. Stella had to give it to her—the woman was adorable when she pouted. She reached across the worn velvety armrests to squeeze her hand fondly.

			“Contrary to popular belief—”

			“And everything you’ve demonstrated in the thirteen years I’ve known you…”

			“I’m actually a huge fan of uncomplicated. Especially now.” Stella tried not to react to Liddy’s good-natured jab. “With everything going on, I need my relationship to be a safe haven, not a battlefield. And Cole is someone I could really be with. If everything…well, if everything continues to go smoothly.”

			“And you’re officially over a certain someone whose name I shall not utter, lest she pick this exact moment to show up?” Liddy raised her eyebrows, openly skeptical.

			Stella exhaled loudly. Was she? Officially over Theo. She’d thought so many times in the past. And now that Cole was stirring feelings she had given up on, it was easy to wallpaper over what was once the strongest thrill she’d known. Stella broke eye contact, afraid Liddy would see right through her. Theo was still the strongest thrill. Though “thrill” didn’t begin to describe it. Theo hurt her in a way no one else could. Some sick part of her delighted in the pain they’d caused each other. The uncertainty of whether their friendship would ever recover was the only thing that really scared her—not the inevitability of hurting each other again.

			“I’m doing all right,” she said softly, locking eyes with Cole across the room. Her mature, safe, great-in-the-bedroom, marriage-material girlfriend.

			Moments later—just as Stella stood to replace the comfy armchair with Cole’s much less comfy but unquestionably more alluring lap—Zara plopped down on the loveseat on the other side of the coffee table with a heavy thud and a heavier exhale. Sophie joined her, looking just as exhausted. “I’m just about ready to turn in for the night. Annie’s got it here.”

			“Who’s Annie?” Stella wondered out loud from within Cole’s intimate embrace. Butt right on her girlfriend’s crotch and legs hanging from the armrest, she was prepared to do very little for the rest of the evening. Just snuggle, maybe exchange some present-company-considerate kisses and chat with her friends.

			“The manager I hired. I’m way too old and way too pregnant to be a one-woman-show anymore.”

			“Glad it took a human growing inside you to give yourself a break, baby,” Sophie said in a perfect enactment of the exasperated wife she hadn’t yet become.

			“There will be no ‘turning in for the evening.’ I veto it.” Liddy was dead serious. By the expression on Zara’s face, she had expected as much. “We only do this once a year, people!”

			“What, hanging out together?” Coop teased her and Stella couldn’t help but notice that even they were sitting like normal people, meaning not on top of each other, leaving her and Cole the only couple present to be snuggled up like Velcro held them together. Was their honeymoon phase as cringe to an outside observer as Stella suspected it to be?

			“No, celebrating Halloween!”

			“It’s kind of an annual thing, sweetie.”

			“Precisely my point! For one night a year we can all—and I mean all of us—stay up late.”

			Her friends’ conversation and the spooky playlist Zara had put together became background noise to Stella when Cole gently nipped, then licked her earlobe. “How’re you doing, Buffy? Everything okay?”

			“More than okay.” A kiss brought their lips and tongues together. Stella broke it off quickly, afraid it would become a slippery slope to a makeout session none of her friends would forgive her for exposing them to. “But I would like a pumpkin martini.”

			“I can get one for you.”

			“I think we should volunteer together. To get drinks for everyone.”

			Cole seemed to like the suggestion. “Ah, sweet, sexy, and thoughtful.”

			“That’s me.” They disentangled reluctantly—but not before sharing another quick kiss—and Stella hopped to her feet. “Anyone want anything from the bar?” She raised her voice over the heated debate over whether Zara’s baby would be a sound sleeper or keep her up all night. Bets were starting to be placed.

			“A Jack-o’-lemonade for me, thank you, Stella,” Zara ordered first.

			“And for me. If I have wine, I’m down.” Sophie barely suppressed a yawn as she was speaking.

			Liddy’s head snapped and the expression of clear excitement she wore made Stella stifle a giggle. “Oh, a Poison Appletini! And a Poisoned Apple on a stick to go with it.”

			“I’ll come with, you can’t possibly carry all that yourselves and make out on the way here.” Coop’s teasing made Stella blush—they were cringe.

			Stella had almost forgotten all about Theo—the apprehension of seeing her again after the funeral, the question of their friendship potentially ending—when Theo’s eyes locked on hers from across the room and the breath caught in her lungs. They’d made it to the bar, Cole’s hand possessively on her hip, and were placing the order. Theo had, apparently, just come in.

			The moment they saw each other, Stella knew what would happen. She hoped she was wrong, but she knew Theo by heart. As if on cue, Theo marched right over, never looking away from her. Fuck.

			Then, finally, when barely two feet of distance and one stranger’s body remained in the way, Theo seemed to notice Cole, and Cole’s possessive grip on Stella, and Stella’s unspoken ease with it. But if it came as a surprise, Theo didn’t show it. “Can I talk to you outside?” she asked instead. “I owe you an apology.”

			Whatever Stella had expected, an apology wasn’t it. She realized she had frozen in place. “Sure you can.” But the words were not her words and the voice, though it came from somewhere inside her, didn’t feel like her voice.

			“I hope that’s okay.” Stella followed Theo’s gaze only to meet Cole’s kind brown eyes. Was Theo seriously asking Cole for permission? “I was a jerk to your girlfriend. You can punch me in the face if you want to.”

			Calm and rational as always, Cole simply said, “I’d rather you apologize instead.” Her face didn’t betray much so Stella couldn’t really be sure how the whole situation had registered. But even if Cole was uncomfortable with the decidedly awkward, non-platonic tone between them, she still let go of Stella and gave her a subtle push forward. Stella turned and planted a quick kiss on her cheek, the warmth of Cole’s skin underneath her lips a small comfort. But who was she trying to reassure here?

			Faltering for a moment, she still followed Theo outside. Maybe it was all in her head. Maybe because she knew their connection had never been strictly platonic, she thought everyone else could sense it too. Paranoia. That’s what it was. Cole had no reason to believe anything other than strained friendship existed between them.

			Once out in the cold October night, Stella hugged herself tightly. The temperature had dropped even more. Theo made a gesture, a tremble in her shoulders betraying her, as if to run her hands up and down Stella’s arms to warm her like she’d done before, or to touch her, or even just reach for her out of habit—but awkwardly mirrored her stance instead.

			“I haven’t prepared a speech or anything.” Theo was clearly battling her pride and the protective wall triggered by asking forgiveness from someone who could, in her unguarded state, confirm her worst suspicions about herself. “Stells, I’ve rarely yelled at you like that. No, scratch that, I’ve never yelled at you like that. Quite honestly, I even scared myself a little…I can’t imagine how you must’ve felt.”

			“Theo…”

			“No, let me first…let me get to the point. I know what you’re about to say. That it’s not how loud my voice was, it’s what I said. I wanted to hurt you. Part of me felt good hurting you. The pain in your eyes felt like the only proof I mattered to you. That I could get to you.” Stella had been there before. In some twisted way what Theo said made all the sense in the world. “It was easier than admitting how much I was hurting. How much you hurt me. These last three years have been the hardest years of my life.”

			“God, I’m so sorry, Theo, I—”

			“You didn’t call, Stells. We’d been friends for ten years and it was so easy for you to discard me. And apparently Liddy deserved an apology, but I didn’t?” Tears had collected in Stella’s eyes. The pain on Theo’s face was harder to withstand than even the nastiest things she could say to wound her. She wished Theo was hurling insults instead. “When my mom got that diagnosis, you were the first person I wanted to call. But by that point you’d made yourself clear.”

			Stella looked up at the black of the sky above them as if beseeching some invisible force for the strength to endure the emotions that threatened to tear her apart. “I was running away.” Her voice trembled with the strain of holding back tears. “I’m sorry. I’m terribly sorry.”

			“And I’m sorry too. For hurting you…and for enjoying it.”

			They stood still for what felt like forever. Stella had never imagined her silence had cut so deep. She’d never wanted to cause any damage, not even to prove to herself that Theo cared. She had been selfish. And scared. Scared that one phone call, one text message, could undo the lock she had put on ten years of frenzied, desperate, harrowing yearning. “I was a coward,” she admitted, dejected. “It felt like the easy way out and I took it. Spare myself the pain, make you feel it instead. To be fair, I had no idea…” How much you’d hurt. “What would happen.”

			“Hah. Yeah. I didn’t know I’d lose my mother either.” There was no derision in Theo’s voice. They were both exhausted. “I’m doing a piss-poor job of apologizing.” Theo rubbed her eyes, then exhaled slowly, wearily. “I really am sorry. I should’ve talked to you but…”

			“It didn’t feel safe.” Stella knew her too well. And yet, tonight Theo had managed to surprise her. A real apology acknowledging the hurt she had caused was a rare thing from the person whose preferred coping strategy was deflection. “So, what changed? Why are you telling me this now?”

			“Life’s too short not to.”

			Stella lost the fight against her tears. Warm droplets left tracks on their way down her cheeks before they fell on the black leather of her jacket. She made one last-ditch effort not to start sobbing at least. “You do deserve an apology,” she murmured, voice cracking. “And you should know that it wasn’t easy to leave. It took everything in me.”

			Theo pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes and Stella sensed she was still fighting her own battle with tears. When their eyes met again, Stella’s heart broke, not for the first time, for the lost kid Theo was. “Thank you.”

			Stella ached to hold her. But she was with Cole now and Theo had a girlfriend and what could’ve been was irrelevant. It took a lot to keep her distance, but Stella did, and wiping away tears, she even tried to inject some levity into their conversation. “So what’s your costume?”

			Theo looked down at her clothes as if only now realizing what she had put on before making it out the door. “An asshole. No, wait, that’s the real me.” Stella rolled her eyes.

			“Liddy will rake you over the coals. You won’t hear the end of it.”

			“I was planning on showing up as Peter Pan…”

			“I wish I could say that one would never have landed, but…” They shared a smile, Stella’s terrible pun finally bringing some light-heartedness to a heavy moment. “What happened?”

			“Wendy and I broke up.”

			“Wait, is she actually called Wendy?” The important question. “Oh. You’re being…gotcha.” Despite her unspoken loathing of the girlfriend, Stella wasn’t happy to hear Theo’s relationship had ended. “It didn’t work out?”

			“It wasn’t working for a while…too many issues too early on.” Theo didn’t look devastated over it. Still, with everything else going on the breakup couldn’t have been an easy thing to experience.

			“How are you holding up?”

			“I’m…” A long pause followed, Theo gazing into the distance. “I’ve been better. But it has nothing to do with Laura and I ending it.”

			Stella nodded a couple of times. She took a deep breath in, tears finally drying up. “Well, my offer still stands.” At Theo’s quizzical look, she added in a lower voice, “To be there for you.”

			“Thank you. I mean it. I…I still can’t…” Theo struggled to describe the stage of grief she was going through. To her credit, at least this time she tried. “I still haven’t cried. It feels like if I start, I won’t be able to stop.”

			Stella longed to pull her in with such intensity she had to dig her nails into her palms to stop herself from reaching out. It was twisted and sad and—by every rule of every therapist she’d seen—wholly unhealthy how she seemed to circle from the desire to cause Theo pain to the need to be the one to soothe it. “It feels like that now, but you know it’s not true. You need to experience your grief to release it.”

			“What if I don’t want to release it? What if it feels like the only thing still keeping her here? If I let it go, then…she’ll really be gone.”

			“Theo…” Stella was at a loss for words. She had never experienced anything as devastating as losing a parent. All of the truisms about feeling your feelings died on her lips.

			“She was doing all right for a while. I got my hopes up and then…”

			“God, I…I’m so sorry you have to go through this. Fuck. If you need a hug or…” Stella tentatively offered, afraid any close contact was walking a thin line. But words had betrayed her and she didn’t know what else to do.

			“From you?” For an instant, Theo looked nearly skeptical. She kicked at her feet, hanging her head with what Stella could only interpret as regret. “I want much more than a hug. Ain’t that the issue, Stells?”

			Stella swallowed hard. A woman who was spoken for could not say what Stella wanted to say at that moment and so she stayed quiet instead.

			“Let’s go inside. I’ve kept you away from your girlfriend long enough. And she said she didn’t want to punch me, but…” Theo’s attempt at lightening the mood didn’t quite land. Stella just looked through the window, trying to spot Cole. She couldn’t.

			“Wait, are we…are we okay?” Her eyes darted back to Theo’s. “I can do better with that apology I owe you.”

			“Nah. Let’s go inside and have a drink. God knows I need it.” Theo hesitated for a moment. “Unless you want me to do better. I think I fucked it up, honestly.”

			“No. I think that’s enough apologizing for one evening. But, Theo?” Stella’s voice grew softer, her eyes brimming with tears again. “I get wanting to hurt me back, I do.” She was intimately familiar with that urge to strike back, so how could she blame her? It was a defense mechanism, automatic and hard to unlearn. “But we can’t keep doing this to each other.”

			Theo seemed to understand more than Stella was saying. She nodded, solemn. “No, we can’t.”

			Then she opened the door for Stella and all at once they were engulfed in the most perfectly curated spooky playlist Zara had put together. When they joined the others, a game of “If Jane was…” was in progress. Stella usually loved “If Jane was…” She and Liddy had come up with it when they were roommates in college. Distracted, she only sought Cole’s eyes.

			But when she met them, the dread in her stomach didn’t go away. Though she had done nothing wrong by talking with Theo, she felt guilty. Perhaps because a hug wouldn’t do it for her either. It had been thirteen fucking years. Let go of this already. 

			Cole’s face was unreadable. Stella told herself she was being ridiculous—Cole couldn’t possibly feel threatened or suddenly unsure about them just because she had stepped outside to talk to a friend. She tried to act natural. She smiled and walked up to her.

			“Is the seat taken?” Stella pointed at Cole’s lap.

			“By all means…”

			Assuming her previous position, she caught Theo’s eye involuntarily and for one breathless instant, Stella could swear she saw sadness. The same kind of sadness she felt whenever she had to watch Theo get all coupley with someone new. She quickly looked away. It didn’t matter if enlightened, liberated, above-these-things Theo was jealous. It shouldn’t matter to her.

			“If Zara was in La La Land…” Liddy trailed off, then shot her index finger at Stella.

			“Oh, uh…” Those were the rules. Whoever’s turn it was would pick someone from the group and come up with a hypothetical, then select another person from the group to complete their sentence. “She would be Ryan Gosling’s character, but she would never let the girl go.”

			“Preach! That was so stupid and unneeded—they could’ve made it work.” Zara made her agreement with Stella’s statement loud and clear.

			Stella snuggled as tightly as possible into Cole’s strong secure body. Cole spoke before Stella did, taking her turn, having been familiarized with the game in Stella’s absence. “If Stella was having a bad day…” Aww. Stella’s heart melted. Cole was apparently taking even this opportunity to get to know her. “Theo.”

			Stella’s breath caught. By instinct, she searched Theo’s face, scared one wrong word would reveal the nature of their friendship. “She would be raging about that bitch Rebecca from work,” Theo said, ever the helpful accomplice. “And about how everything gets done last minute and no one else seems to be as pissed about it. Then she would spend an hour in the shower burning her skin off.” A few chuckles dispelled the awkwardness Stella was beginning to sense. She was glad her preference for boiling hot shower water was providing some humor right now.

			“If Liddy was arrested,” she quickly said, desperate to move along. “Sophie.”

			“Oh, Liddy would be arrested for assault, no doubt about it.” Liddy just shrugged at Sophie’s immediate response. “Some jerk would do something wildly inconsiderate and Liddy would finally snap and start throwing hands.”

			“I live in fear of that day,” Coop said.

			“Isn’t it a good thing I married a lawyer?” Liddy wrapped an arm around Coop’s neck lovingly.

			“You know I do corporate law, babe, I’m not a defense attorney.” 

			“Mm, sometimes in my fantasies…”

			Stella stopped paying attention. She turned to Cole, a heavy weight settling in her chest, and tried to gauge where they stood. Cole smiled, lightheartedly. Everything was fine. She kissed her, careful not to cross the line of appropriate PDA, but still with enough passion to reassure her. Everything was fine.

			






    
            Chapter Thirteen





			Theo’s phone call found Stella in the bookstore picking a birthday card for Cole at the very last minute. With a little less than five hours to go before dinner, Stella went over the list in her mind again and again, desperate to appease the jitters. Not only was it Cole’s birthday today, but it was also the first time she would meet her friends. And none of the cards on display felt right. The one Stella was holding when she picked up the phone was a little too sexy—the one she’d discarded was fit for her grandmother.

			“What’s up, Theo?” In the weeks following Halloween, their tenuous truce had grown more steady. Last Friday, the gang went to the movies and Stella even sat next to Theo, only once reminiscing about kisses stolen in the quiet of nearly empty movie theaters.

			“Is it a bad time?” Theo sounded pained to bother her.

			“As good a time as any. Something I can help with?”

			“Matter of fact…” Theo hesitated for a brief moment that got Stella considering intervention. But she let Theo get to it in her own sweet time. “I was thinking of going to Cannon Beach today. To scatter my mom’s ashes. And since you were so close with her, I thought…”

			Theo had gotten one third of Deb’s ashes to scatter or keep as she saw fit. Stella had no idea what Georgiana and Amelia had done with their part of Deb.

			“Uh…when exactly were you thinking of going?”

			“Now?” Theo sounded sheepish to ask so much of her. Stella could read the undertone of reluctant, uncomfortable vulnerability in her voice. She knew Theo would never hold her to her promise to be there and yet she was reaching out for her comfort, Stella’s relationship with Deb only a justification, albeit a truthful one. “I mean, you don’t have to—”

			“No.” If Stella asked for a rain check now, Theo would just go without her. She’d gathered her courage to do it today and she was clearly struggling to ask for company. “I want to be there, just…” Stella looked at her impractical shoes—high heels as thin as needles were hardly a good choice for the beach. “Just give me half an hour to change. I’m at the bookstore. I need to get home first.”

			“Oh, I can pick you up.”

			“Thanks, but I drove here. Just give me half an hour. Come pick me up from my place.” Stella’s eyes darted to the big funky clock hanging on the wall above the counter. Dinner was at six. “Cannon Beach, that was a one-hour drive away, right?”

			“An hour and a half, tops.” The unease on the other end of the line was palpable. “Listen, you really don’t have to…”

			“Just pick me up from my place in half an hour.” Stella’s tone left very little room for disagreement. They would make it just in time and if nothing else, at least she had already picked her outfit for the dinner, so no time needed to be wasted on that.

			“Okay.” Another long pause followed, then Theo exhaled and her voice had grown softer when she spoke again, “Thank you.”

			“Always.” It was an automatic response. But Stella was hit with the realization how deeply she meant it. Instead of saying anything more, she simply disconnected the call and headed for the counter with the a-little-too-sexy birthday card in hand. “I’ll get that and two oat lattes to go.”

			“Should I wrap up the book too?” The cashier pointed to what looked like an open book of poetry right next to where Stella had rested her elbow on the counter.

			“Oh, that’s not mine. Someone must’ve left it here.” She peeked between the pages, less out of curiosity and more to give herself something to do while the boy at the register processed her order. If the poem hadn’t been so short, Stella would’ve just skipped it impatiently. As it was, she read all four lines.

			Instead of writing about the bombs

			I’d like to write about the trees

			But when the bombs start falling

			The trees fall too

			“You can place your card here.”

			Stella tore her eyes away from the page and took out her phone to complete the transaction. Hesitantly, once done, she snapped a quick photo of the poem. She could hardly elucidate to herself what it was about the words on the page that touched her.

			Something in them reminded her of Theo. Gee, Stells, I wish I could be refurbishing old furniture in some small seaside town, but it’s a bit hard to do that knowing our country separates families at the border. Something in the phrasing of that poem—for the first time since she’d known her—made Stella connect to Theo’s relentless urge to get political. Theo’s values had always made sense to Stella. It was her militant ways that she found repellent and very often, hurtful. But now, without excusing Theo’s occasional jackass behavior, she considered that her disengagement and at times, outright dismissal, was what Theo found hurtful about her.

			She thought about sending her the photo, her thumb hovered over it for a moment, but she swiftly dropped the phone back in her purse instead. Send Theo the photo and she’d never hear the end of it.
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        * * *

      

			Dressed in leggings, sneakers, and the warmest sweater she owned, Stella slid into Theo’s car, cardboard cup holder in hand.

			“Two—now sadly cold—oat lattes,” she announced, already luxuriating in the warmth that welcomed her. Mid-November cold was growing quite unbearable.

			Theo grinned, pointing at the center console where two very similar cups were secured. “Great minds…These are still warm, I just got them.”

			“Damn. Now I want the warm coffee.”

			“Yours won’t go to waste,” Theo assured her as she put the car in motion.

			“Yeah, no, I think this much caffeine will shoot me into the stratosphere.”

			“More for me.” Theo shrugged, casting a quick glance at the map on her phone that stood attached to the front window. “Do you mind playing some music?”

			“Let me get my mixing console…” Stella connected her phone to Theo’s car as she had done a thousand times before and selected a mellow playlist that only amplified the fall ambience. As if on cue, tiny raindrops started thrumming on the windows. “Please don’t tell me it will rain in Cannon Beach.”

			“I don’t think so. But I have an umbrella somewhere in the back.” Theo gestured in the general direction of the back seat where Stella spotted Percy’s old doggy bed—Theo was the default babysitter when Coop and Liddy were on vacation—a random blanket, and some books. But no umbrella. She huffed quietly, then looked out at the gloomy streets where people chased their Saturday errands, unbothered by the rain. Colorful umbrellas opened around them.

			“How are you feeling?” The question was tentative. Stella turned to glance at Theo with quiet expectation. She was under no delusion that Theo would pour her heart out just because she had asked Stella along. But it felt weird not acknowledging at all that this was a big moment.

			“We only ever took one trip as a family,” Theo said. “We never had money to spare so vacations were not top priority. Cannon Beach was the closest. I guess, that’s why we went there. I was sixteen and already a miserable teenager to be around.” Stella tried to imagine teenage Theo—grumpier, moodier, much less endearing… She chuckled, then brought her hand to her mouth apologetically. Theo gave her a quick knowing look. “I wasn’t really impressed with the holiday, but it felt somewhat different between me and Mom. She was more relaxed there, she felt more…accessible. One evening when George and Amelia went to sleep, we ended up talking late. I don’t know what came over me, but I really opened up to her. I told her I liked girls. She said ‘no shit.’” Theo grinned at the memory and Stella smiled. She didn’t have any trouble believing Deb had actually said “no shit” in response to her daughter coming out as a lesbian.

			“You never told me how you came out to your family…”

			“Really?” Theo sounded genuinely surprised.

			“Yep. Never heard that story.”

			“Do you know the story of how I came out to George?”

			“Nope.” Stella emphatically shook her head. “You’ve only told me how your father caught you kissing Jessica Bernstein and freaked out.” Theo winced at the reminder.

			“Well, the George one is funny. She’d known all along, of course. Back then I didn’t realize my closet was made of glass. I was all like ‘George, I need to tell you something but you gotta promise to still love me.’” Theo chuckled.

			“How old were you?”

			“Fourteen…I think. George laughed at me. And then she proceeded to tell me how Amy Moore, she was in George’s grade, had a huge crush on me and George had promised to play matchmaker.”

			Stella couldn’t help but laugh. At fourteen she had been too shy to even consider “dating.” But of course Theo had been making girls swoon since forever. Typical. “You had a very active love life in high school.”

			“Nah. Jessica Bernstein was the first girl I kissed. And when my father told her parents, she stopped speaking to me.” Despite the casual tone, Stella sensed Theo’s unease. Girls might have always been crazy about her, but she had experienced her share of homophobia too. Unlike Stella. Mom and Dad had always been the most accepting, most loving parents she could’ve asked for. And no one in school had dared to say anything to her face…or behind her back for that matter. Not that she actually went out with girls back then. Everyone most probably assumed she was straight and she didn’t have any reason to correct them, not until college.

			Sedated by the lull in their conversation and the raindrops tapping on the windows, she did not expect to see a long column of cars ahead of them with no end in sight. Her eyes darted to the phone in her lap and panic rose in her chest—she could not afford a traffic jam. “Please tell me this is not what I think it is.”

			Theo cast a quick glance her way, concern flashing in her eyes. “There’s construction on Twenty-six. Apparently, everyone else is taking alternative routes too…Don’t worry, we’ll get back on it.”

			Stella fidgeted with her bracelet. This could be a half hour delay. At the very least. She was already counting herself late for Cole’s birthday dinner. Perhaps the best course of action was simply to text Cole and let her know where she was. She had a perfectly exonerating reason. Composing the text message in her head, Stella craned her neck to spot the end of the line out of her window. To no avail.

			“Is everything okay, Stells?”

			For a moment, Stella considered telling Theo about Cole’s birthday plans. She cringed at the thought. It would sound like she was making a sacrifice to be here. And she hated when people made a gesture, then pointed out the inconvenience it had caused them. No, her best bet was counting on Cole’s understanding. After all, she was helping a friend scatter her mother’s ashes—if there ever was a good reason for being late to your girlfriend’s birthday, that was it.

			“Yeah. I just hate waiting in traffic. Makes me anxious.”

			Defeated, Stella dropped back in her seat and reached for the warm coffee Theo had thoughtfully gotten for her. She would text Cole once they were just outside of Portland. She didn’t know why, but that felt like the right timing.

			They made it to Cannon Beach at half past three. The rain had stopped about an hour ago, but the bleak gray of the sky threatened a new downpour. Stella’s text message had been met with palpable disappointment even if Cole had only typed two cryptic words: I understand. Stella vowed to make it up to her, both in her mind and in writing—Cole followed that promise with just a kissy emoji. Still, Stella harbored hope that she would make it if not in time, at least with a very minor delay.

			“So are we…” She searched for the words that would make the question less insensitive. “Going to the beach? Or is there another special place here?”

			Theo joined her, matching her pace as they walked down the street from where she had parked the car. “Yes, going to the beach. Let’s just hope there’s no wedding shoot taking place…”

			“On a day like this? I seriously doubt it.”

			“You never know.” Theo shrugged, then went silent. Stella didn’t feel the need to say anything, and for a few long moments the comfortable quiet between them fused with the quiet of the town. “Do you want to stop for anything?” Theo asked as if suddenly becoming aware of something.

			“What would I want to stop for?”

			“I don’t know. Water? Food? Anything.”

			“Are you stalling?”

			Theo’s nonanswer was enough. Tentatively, Stella reached for her hand and easily found the familiar warmth of slender fingers. She laced their hands together—she had held Liddy’s hand in a similar way plenty of times—and tugged until Theo acquiesced and met her eyes. They stopped a few feet from the beach. Theo’s words came back to her—grief was the only link she had left to her mother.

			“She will always be with you,” Stella said. “You have her eyes. And you do that thing with your hands when you’re lying.” At Theo’s skeptical expression, Stella added, “You know, when you start scratching your palm. Deb used to do it too. But most importantly, you will always love her and she will always have loved you, and love is what connects you, not grief.”

			Theo looked conflicted. She held Stella’s hand firmly as if afraid she would pull away. “Sounds very pretty, Stells, but…” Theo raised the hand that was wrapped around a small unremarkable urn. “This is all I have left of my mother. She will never hold me again. She will never make her chicken pot pie again. She will never see me become a lawyer. And like, I get it. Ashes won’t do that either. It’s just…”

			With every word Theo grew more despondent. Stella swore then that she would learn Deb’s chicken pot pie recipe if there was not a single other meal she could cook. But right now, at this moment, there was nothing else she could do other than wrap her arms around Theo. And so she did.

			Theo eagerly engulfed her in the embrace. She buried her face in Stella’s shoulder and held her with fierceness Stella couldn’t recall ever being there in shared moments of affection. Their hearts beat against each other in a rhythm that left Stella breathless for a few drawn-out moments of perfect stillness. When Theo nuzzled her cheek, her breath hot against Stella’s numb skin, the shiver that ran through her body had nothing to do with the November cold and Stella could no longer lie to herself that she was simply comforting a friend.

			Their faces were too close, Theo’s lips ghosted over Stella’s cheekbone. Stella panicked. The thought of meeting Theo’s mouth felt compulsive. Hastily, she stepped back, putting an end to their closeness. Say something. Anything. Talk about Deb.

			“It sucks,” Stella said, desperately trying to gather her thoughts. “It sucks that you won’t see her again. It’s unfair and you don’t deserve to be going through this. You’ll never miss her any less. But this is happening. And if you say we go back to the car, then we go back to the car, but…that won’t stop it from happening.” Stella wasn’t sure she managed to convey the stoicism she intended, but by the way Theo’s jaw clenched, nothing said was of any significance anyway.

			“No, we’re going.” Theo started walking, their hands not touching this time. “And thank you, by the way. I don’t think I said that.”

			“You did.”

			They walked along the shore in silence, wind chilling her bones, wet sand sneaking into her shoes. She wrapped the sweater tightly around her, wishing she’d put on a jacket as well. Apprehension pooled in her belly. What she felt for Theo had no place in her life now. She thought about Cole—sexy, charming, well-adjusted Cole who was the epitome of girlfriend material—and stole a furtive look at her phone. Two hours to dinner. Her anxiety rose and she sent a silent prayer that she’d make it.

			“What do you think happens when you die?” Theo’s question brought her back from the plane of her worries. It was normal to wonder about these things, even if Theo was never the spiritual type.

			“I don’t know…ask Sophie, she has a pretty strong opinion. She swears she saw her grandmother on the street, reincarnated into an eleven-year old boy.”

			“I know Sophie’s opinion.” To her credit, Theo didn’t roll her eyes. “I’m asking you.”

			For the first time in her life, Stella gave it a real thought. “We return to the Ether, I guess.” At Theo’s quizzical look, she amended, “Or the Universe, or whatever. Our bodies disintegrate and the particles that made them up are now free to create new forms. And our consciousness…” She smiled, aware of how silly her next words were going to sound to skeptical, pragmatic Theo. “Returns to the universal consciousness.”

			“So, the Universe is conscious?”

			“I think so, yes. I mean, who knows.” Stella shrugged. She wasn’t married to the idea. But it felt right somehow and it made her feel better to believe it. Even if Theo considered it woo-woo.

			“Who knows,” Theo echoed, much to Stella’s surprise. She was just about to ask if Theo had decided to keep an open mind, when she continued. “I used to believe we’re just matter. Animated by electrical impulses. And when the electrical impulses cease, there’s no more ‘us.’ But ever since my mother died, I swear I can feel her all around me. It must be the grief. Or I’m losing it, I don’t know.”

			Stella placed a gentle hand on Theo’s shoulder. She considered and reconsidered her next words a few times before finally saying, “I know what you mean. I don’t think you’re losing it.”

			“Do you feel her too?”

			“Sometimes. I had a few very vivid dreams too after…after the funeral.” She would never admit to some of the content—the parts that were about Theo specifically—and so she tried to move along, lest her confession inspire questions. “I’m not saying it’s her spirit or anything. But I don’t think you’re crazy. I think it’s normal.”

			Theo exhaled loudly. Just a few feet separated them from Haystack Rock. They hadn’t really talked about it, but Stella suspected that’s where Theo wanted to scatter the ashes.

			“If it turns out it’s her spirit, I’ll ask Sophie to whip out the Ouija board.” The soft chuckle did nothing to hide how serious Theo actually was.

			“Why? Anything you want to tell her?” Stella already knew the answer.

			“Yeah…” They had just made it to the rock, the low tide allowing them to get closer than was normally possible. “This is super silly.” Theo looked up at the cloudy gray sky that hung heavy above them. She hesitated for a long while and Stella could see she was fighting the impulse to retreat into herself. “I love you.” Theo looked around now, checking to see if anyone else was witnessing her final goodbye. “I love you so much and I miss you every single day. I know you fought your hardest for us. But fuck, I miss you so much, Mom.”

			Tears pricked Stella’s eyes. Seeing Theo in so much pain hollowed her out. Being utterly helpless, unable to offer comfort made her gasp and reach for her middle as if to stop herself from getting sick.

			“I need you to know that it was me smoking pot that time you grounded George. She was just being a good sister.” Theo’s voice wavered as a few quiet tears rolled down her cheeks. “And I never actually took Mia Miller’s virginity, I just never corrected the rumor because she was the coolest girl in school, and I was an asshole who cared too much what other people think…There. Now you know everything. I know you would’ve loved me anyway even if I’d come clean when I still had the chance. But you’ve always been so proud of me, and I just couldn’t bring myself to tell you.”

			Theo was sobbing by the time Stella wrapped both arms around her waist. Instead of saying anything more, Theo just laced a hand in Stella’s hair and held her head pressed firmly to her chest as she wept. Stella closed her eyes, feeling her own tears stain Theo’s hoodie, and allowed herself to be lulled by the heartbeat of the woman who held otherworldly power over her.

			When Theo cradled her face in both hands, Stella froze. She could sense the clash of their lips like a fortune teller making one true prediction. If Theo kissed her, she wouldn’t have the strength to pull away. But Stella was a charlatan, it turned out. Theo kissed her forehead instead, then the tip of her nose, then the top of her head—but never her lips. Stella gasped when she released her.

			Then finally, Theo opened the small urn and let the wind carry Deb’s ashes. “Goodbye, Mom.”

			Goodbye, Deb. Stella didn’t say the words out loud. She didn’t want to steal Theo’s farewell. I’m sorry I didn’t call. I’m sorry I wasn’t there in your hardest moment. I hope where you are forgiveness comes easy.
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        * * *

      

			Stella bid Theo adieu with all of the patience of someone running fifty-five minutes late for her girlfriend’s birthday dinner. She had sent another message that was left on “seen” and speculated that Cole was either too busy entertaining her guests or very, very mad at her. Once out of Theo’s car, she dashed to her third-floor apartment cursing the construction on US 26 and going through her list again: Cole’s present and card, the special lingerie set, the pretty dress, the cupcake and candle…

			Speed had never been her strength and yet she showered and dressed in under fifteen minutes, eschewing makeup, and made it out the door just five minutes later. She drove to the restaurant as quickly as traffic lights allowed and rushed inside with none of the grace a nice place like this called for. Before the hostess could confirm that the party had just left, Stella saw the empty table where burnt candles and confetti served as evidence of what she already knew—in the girlfriend department, she had screwed up.

			Determined to apologize to Cole—and cringing at the thought of having their first fight—Stella got to Cole’s place, hoping the party hadn’t moved elsewhere. She used the pass code Cole had given her to enter the building and took the elevator rehearsing her mea culpa. She pushed her anxiety down before ringing Cole’s doorbell and prepared to explain the traffic jam that had delayed her.

			But when Cole opened the door, instead of relief that she was home and not at some club extending the birthday celebrations, Stella felt a dull sense of defeat. Things were over between them. Not because Cole seemed angry. In fact, Cole looked perfectly self-possessed. It was the quiet resolve in her eyes that gave her away. Still, Stella had to try.

			“Happy birthday. Can I come in?”

			Cole said nothing, simply stepped aside. The familiar warmth of her apartment stirred premature nostalgia in Stella, and regret. She turned around, barely a few steps in, and extended her arms in an offering. Cole took the package, wrapped in sleek forest green paper with a bow on top.

			“Thanks.”

			“Open it,” Stella said, injecting some cheer into her voice.

			Cole raised her eyebrows but placed the gift on the kitchen island before carefully removing the scotch tape holding the wrapping paper together. A rainbow ukulele was underneath. The corners of her mouth curved into a faint smile—not exactly the reaction Stella had hoped for but better than nothing.

			“A ukulele,” Cole stated the obvious.

			“You said you didn’t have one with the rainbow on it…” Stella swung a small gift bag in front of her. “And this is your birthday cupcake. There’s a candle inside, I had planned on lighting it once we got here, so you could…you know, I thought it would be more intimate, just the two of us.”

			“Thank you.” Cole relieved Stella of the cupcake and placed it next to the ukulele, no comment made about Stella’s hypothetical. She was not making this easier.

			“Cole, I’m so sorry. There was construction on Twenty-six and we got in a traffic jam both on the way out and then coming back, and…I got ready as fast as I could, but when I got to the restaurant, you had already left. Is there any way I can make this up to you?”

			“Stella…” Cole seemed truly done. For one agonizing moment, Stella felt the loss hit her full force. “This is not about a traffic jam. I’m embarrassed even having to have this conversation with you. I mean, come on. Scattering Theo’s mom’s ashes couldn’t have waited until tomorrow?”

			“No, it couldn’t.” She struggled to explain why the trip to Cannon Beach had to happen today. Cole didn’t know Theo like she did.

			“And I guess there was no one else who could’ve gone with Theo? No other close friend?” The sympathy in Cole’s eyes almost broke her. “I’m not the asshole who’s gonna tell you you should prioritize me over your friends, that’s not it…But it’s so clear that Theo is more than a friend.”

			“Cole, I swear to you—”

			“I know.” Cole raised a hand to stop her declaration of fidelity. “Nothing happened. I believe you. I don’t think you fucked in Cannon Beach today. To be honest, I don’t think you’ve fucked at all, maybe that’s the problem. But you’re in love with her, Stella.”

			Stella shook her head energetically and on instinct as if she could get rid of the inconvenient feelings for Theo that way. “I’m not in love with her. I told you, Theo is just a friend.”

			“Even you don’t believe that.” Cole’s voice was moderated and her determination didn’t invite an argument.

			The disappointment Stella felt at herself was familiar. Another relationship full of potential ruined by her entanglement with Theo. At this point in her life she couldn’t even blame youthful naivete. Serious, well-adjusted women like Cole didn’t want to be with trainwrecks like her. “So…you and me, it’s over?”

			“I thought about it on the way home. You know, after the birthday dinner you didn’t show up to.” Despite the sharp words, Cole’s tone betrayed nothing but the same defeat Stella was feeling. “I really hope you end up together. And if you do, please give me a call. I’d like to know this whole thing amounted to something.”

			She knew it from the moment Cole opened the door and yet hearing the words now still hurt. Tears collected on her lower eyelids and she swallowed back the emotion caught in her throat. She didn’t just feel sorry for herself. In all of her stupid mess she had ended up hurting Cole. “I really am sorry.”

			“I know you are.”

			
			






    
            Chapter Fourteen





			Stella counted five different shades of beige on the wall of Liddy’s living room in the form of small triangles held together by a string that lined a garland. Zara had vetoed everything powder blue and cutesy. Apparently, the theme for the baby shower was a gathering of mimosa aunts. Even traditional baby shower games were banned which prompted David to speculate that Zara wasn’t even pregnant at all and that was why she didn’t want them to measure her belly circumference. “She’s pulling a Beyonce on us, folks. Where’s the surrogate, Mama?”

			Stella nearly laughed. If she hadn’t been so distracted she would’ve at least chuckled. But the thing was, Theo had decided to run roaming fingers down her spine right at that moment. Not for the first time that afternoon, she was carelessly touching Stella in a way friends were not supposed to touch.

			Though Theo had waltzed the typical I’m-sorry-about-your-breakup dance, she seemed relieved by Stella’s newly single status. Not the jealous type Theo was. Conflicted and still raw after the split, Stella was nevertheless helpless against the heady cocktail of affection and arousal Theo was stirring inside her. Their fingers brushing against a glass of red wine. Theo’s breath in her ear when she maneuvered her out of the way in the big but suddenly crowded kitchen. The fire Stella could swear she saw in her eyes every time their gazes locked. It was torture.

			Here she was, supposed to be mourning the end of another relationship her obsession with Theo had sabotaged, yet delighting in the way Theo swept locks of hair away from her bare shoulder. Life had a cruel sense of humor. And Stella had, obviously, something wrong with her. She should’ve learned her lesson. But Theo’s pull was stronger than reason.

			“I never said we couldn’t play adult games,” Zara clarified in response to a comment that had gone over Stella’s head. In her daze, she had stopped paying attention entirely. Theo leaving the room finally snapped her out of her trance.

			“Careful, Zara, some perverts here will take this the wrong way,” Harry said from his spot on the sofa, Percy blissfully snoring in his lap.

			“Damn right we will,” David returned. “Too bad the pregnant mama can’t drink, or I’d suggest a game of Never Have I Ever, Sex Edition.”

			“Ooh, between you and Zara it would’ve been a heated competition.” Liddy took another swig of her red wine, already a little tipsy at five in the afternoon.

			“Okay, hear me out.” Coop raised both hands, palms facing outward. “How’s Twister for some grownup fun?” The ubiquitous groan that followed was the only answer anyone present was going to give, including Stella. She finally decided to participate in the chit-chat, if only to suggest a group activity. They had already caught up on the minutiae of everyone’s life.

			“Truth or Dare.”

			“The only sensible suggestion.” Harry gave her a nod of approval.

			“I’m not taking dares from you people,” Sophie said.

			“Bo-o-ring.” David downed his glass of wine and jumped to his feet, already on his way to the kitchen. “I’m gonna tell you what I told the cute coat check boy at the club last night: start without me.” And he was out the door.

			“Are we really playing Truth or Dare?” Zara was incredulous. “Like we’re twelve at summer camp?”

			“Well, you don’t want to play Don’t Drop the Baby…” Liddy lamented. When she volunteered to host and organize the baby shower she had come up with an exhaustive list of games Zara had shot down unceremoniously.

			Theo’s hands found Stella’s shoulders, pulling her out of the conversation once again. She squeezed a couple of times as if giving Stella a massage, then dropped beside her on the sofa. Thigh to thigh. The air instantly got too thin. Stella made a desperate effort to stay anchored to the living room and her friends’ banter rather than relive moments of past encounters with Theo: warm breath on her throat, another heartbeat against her ribs, a wet tongue leaving a trail from her jaw down to her collarbones…

			“…won’t be fun. We know everything about each other,” Zara said.

			“Yeah, what’s up with that?” Coop was asking the real questions.

			“Well, then only Dare,” Harry suggested, visibly exasperated.

			“I’m taking no dares,” Sophie repeated herself.

			Theo bumped Stella’s shoulder, the gesture simultaneously innocently playful and mildly suggestive. In a low voice meant only for Stella to hear, she asked, “Truth or dare, Stells?”

			Stella’s breath caught in her throat. She had spent the last few weeks navigating her way back into the real world after suffering the disappointment of her prematurely ended relationship with Cole. Upset about what could’ve been, she hadn’t had the mental space to ruminate on where she stood with Theo. Her body hadn’t even experienced the thrill of arousal since the last time she’d been intimate with Cole. But now that Theo looked at her the way she did, Stella felt all hot and bothered. No questions asked. No rationalizations. She cursed the power Theo had over her. And yet. “Dare.”

			“Damn, I was so sure you were going to say ‘truth.’” Theo feigned dismay.

			“Glad I can still surprise you. After all these years…”

			“Hey, you two, you playing?” Liddy scolded them. 

			With the spotlight on them, Stella’s excitement dampened. She coughed to clear her throat, then said, “Yes, I’m in.”

			“Yeah, me too,” Theo joined in. “But like Zara said, we already know everything about each other.”

			“Well, what do you suggest, Theo?” Liddy challenged in response, her voice betraying she was getting exhausted with the long-winded debate preceding the fun part. At this point, Stella was willing to bet, no one even cared what game they were going to play as long as they actually settled on something.

			“I don’t know.” Theo shrugged. “How about Think About It?”

			“I’m way too drunk for Think About It,” David—whose return Stella had missed—said with a groan.

			“What is Think About It?” Sophie’s question caught Liddy’s attention and she turned to her, ready to explain.

			“Someone tosses two random unrelated concepts or events like, I don’t know…the moon landing and Woodstock. And then if it’s your turn you have to connect them conspiracy theory style.”

			“At the end you say ‘Think about it,’ get it, ’cause you’re revealing your conspiracy theory.” As Theo spoke, her hand snuck under Stella’s thin sweater. Her fingertips traced the line at Stella’s lower back where denim met bare skin. This wasn’t innocent. There was no possible interpretation of this touch that left Theo blameless for the goose bumps on Stella’s arms.

			“I’d like to play that!” Sophie’s excitement only earned her another groan from David.

			“I’m really too drunk for Think About It.”

			“Guys, stop it. We’re playing Truth or Dare. For the love of God,” Liddy whined.

			“Careful, people, Liddy is invoking God.” Coop teased her and with a tender smile, bent down to kiss her shoulder.

			“Okay,” Zara said. “But it will be boring. I don’t even know what to ask you, Liddy, I know when your last period started and ended.”

			“We all do,” Harry said.

			Stella could no longer muster the presence of mind this conversation required. Distracted by Theo’s sheer company, she simply couldn’t stand the casual touch that lit her whole skin on fire, while participating in the selection of a party game. She grabbed her glass—always a good pretext—and without saying a word of warning, went straight to the kitchen where her friends’ voices were muted and distant and there was no Theo.

			Once over the threshold, she was finally able to breathe again. She braced herself on the counter near the fridge and rested her forehead on shaky hands. Theo had always been able to get her worked up with just a few strategic strokes of her hand. But today Stella felt like her body betrayed her. She didn’t want to spend Zara and Sophie’s baby shower painfully turned on…and yet she didn’t have the strength to resist it anymore either. Theo’s touch lingered right there, on the small of her back, right above the line of her jeans.

			Warmth pressed against the whole length of her legs pulled her back to the present. Theo’s hands on her hips held her upward and spun her around until Stella faced the woman responsible for years of heartache and ruined underwear. She opened her mouth to protest, but on Theo’s face she saw the same exhaustion she’d been fighting since coming back. Keeping from touching each other had drained all of the willpower either of them possessed. And now there was none left. Stella was no longer able to hold back.

			Wordlessly, she succumbed to Theo’s kisses. Deep and slow, the meeting of their mouths went on until Stella was pushed against the fridge. Then Theo’s lips moved lower. Teeth grazed Stella’s exposed throat. Stella’s fingers tangled in familiar curls, now slightly shorter. Her body hummed in response to Theo’s wandering hands and when Theo finally slid a palm under Stella’s off-the-shoulder sweater and traced the plane of her stomach up to a braless breast, Stella couldn’t help her breathy moan. Theo swiftly covered her mouth with her own to shush her right as warm fingers found and pinched her nipple.

			The heat of the moment ruined another pair of perfectly good panties. Theo’s hand traveling down naked skin to reach the button of her jeans, made Stella’s pussy twitch. “You won’t fuck me in Liddy’s kitchen,” she breathed out between kisses. But for a moment there she thought Theo might. And she’d let her.

			The button undone, Theo bit Stella’s lower lip before rasping, “Wanna bet?” And then the zipper followed. Theo moaned when her fingers met soaked fabric. Despite her feeble protestations, Stella rolled her hips to get fuller contact. She was out of her mind. Theo was the ache and the remedy, she needed her desperately regardless of the consequences.

			“At Zara and Sophie’s baby shower!” Liddy’s plaintive voice broke the spell.

			Theo’s hand flew out of Stella’s jeans. Stella made a quicker job of buttoning and zipping them up than Theo had of undoing them. Liddy’s disappointed observation sobered her up in an instant. Ashamed she’d nearly let Theo finger her against the fridge at her friends’ supposed baby shower, Stella peaked over her shoulder to find Liddy pouting at them.

			“I put a ton of effort into it, guys,” Liddy said, her voice still raised. “The least you can do is play Truth or Dare with the rest of us and pretend to be fascinated by the revelation that Coop had a teacup pig growing up that she dressed as a cowboy.”

			“I’m sorry, Liddy.” Stella bit her lip. She had no good explanation for what Liddy had just witnessed. Theo came to her rescue, just as ineloquent.

			“It wasn’t planned, I promise.”

			“Not sure I believe you,” Liddy said, clearly addressing Theo, though Stella was just as much to blame for what had transpired.

			“We’ll play Truth or Dare for the rest of the evening,” Theo solemnly swore.

			“Uh-huh.”
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        * * *

      

			It was past nine and all the bite-sized quiches were gone. And so were Theo, David, and Harry. Naturally, the makeout session Liddy had walked in on earlier was now the central topic of debate. Their friends, apparently, were just as tired as they were of keeping appearances. The secret was officially out, though it had never really been a secret to begin with.

			Stella was one too many glasses of wine close to drunken honesty. She couldn’t even summon the will to pretend anymore. Throughout the years she had only confided in Liddy, but of course, everybody else knew her friendship with Theo had never been strictly platonic, almost from the start. They really hadn’t been as discreet as they fooled themselves into thinking.

			“So, then Cole told me that she couldn’t keep seeing me because I was obviously in love with Theo,” Stella said, the final punchline to her story. The flippant eye roll was meant to minimize the hurt, guilt and—she’d had to admit to herself—relief at having ended another promising relationship.

			“Are you?” Sophie exuded gentle sympathy.

			“Of course not.” An automatic denial. At this point Stella was not convinced of its truth and was pretty sure no one else believed her either. But it remained her only line of defense against the gravity of what it would mean to be in love with the one person she could never truly have.

			“But you do…” Zara seemed to be weighing her next words just as carefully as Sophie had. “I mean, you have some…feelings for Theo. Like, okay, come on, it’s been thirteen years give or take. You don’t just mess around with someone for thirteen years because you have nothing better to do. You’ve even dated women much more…” She evaluated another word choice before continuing, “compatible than Theo. There’s obviously something keeping you stuck on her.”

			Stella groaned. Her official theory was that the something keeping her stuck was that they had never really spent the sexual energy between them. Once that was out of the way, only their friendly feelings for each other would remain. Right? She suspected it, though, like one anticipates bad news—with dread and dejection but also comfort for having predicted the worst. She didn’t want this thing to simply run its course like it was the flu or a summer storm. Her feelings for Theo were the most soul-stirring, life-giving thing she had ever experienced. And yet she feared what sustained them was absence. With Andy, all it had taken was one year of indulging their chemistry for the thrill to wear off. And everything that followed was drudgery.

			“Yeah, I do have feelings,” Stella confirmed, turning to Zara. “Pussy feelings. Not feelings-feelings. And those are easy to get rid of, just…” She found it hard to explain the solution to her long-lasting suffering and why it was so out of reach.

			Liddy rolled her eyes and didn’t even attempt to hide it. “You keep saying that, but here you are thirteen years later, nearly getting finger fucked in my kitchen.”

			“But that’s my point,” Stella said, raising her voice. “If we finally do end up fucking…that’ll be it. I’ll be free of this Theo-shaped insanity.”

			“Well, why don’t you then?” Sophie asked with an air of oblivious naivete. She truly wasn’t versed in their saga. “Have sex, I mean.”

			Stella sighed dramatically, simultaneously annoyed at Theo and bone-tired from rehashing the reasons why nothing could happen between them, even for the sole purpose of extinguishing the flames of their attraction by consummating it. “Because Theo can’t do monogamy,” she said without elaborating. There it was, the TLDR of their whole predicament.

			“I don’t understand,” Sophie said. “If you don’t want anything serious, why is that an issue?”

			“She doesn’t want anything serious, but she also wants whatever happens between them to be exclusive,” Liddy recited the reasoning she’d become painfully familiar with before downing her fifth glass of red wine. Stella tipped her own glass in her direction in a clear gesture of approval.

			“What Liddy said. I don’t want to get married. But I don’t want Theo to be seeing other women while we’re hooking up either. Call me sentimental, but I believe in banging one person at a time. Ugh.” Helpless and half-drunk, Stella projected her annoyance with Theo onto the rest of the world and felt even more frustrated. While Andy had tried to put the shackles of marriage on her, Theo refused to even merely suspend her sleeping around for however many months it would take them to fuck in every possible way twice. Letting her head hit the backrest of the comfy couch, she whined, “What’s up with that anyway? Everyone is either getting married or poly all of a sudden. What happened to good old-fashioned serial monogamy? Why can’t Theo give me one year of fucking exclusively so I can get her out of my system and move on with my life?”

			Coop, who so far had only been a passive, yet attentive and nearly-sober listener, finally joined in. “Is that what you really want, Stella?”

			“Yes!”

			“Then what exactly are you waiting for? She’s single, you’re single. She may not give you a full year, but something’s gotta be better than nothing,” Zara said.

			“God fucking knows we’ll all breathe easier when you finally do it.” Sloshed and surrounded by friends, Liddy had even less of a filter. She snuggled into Coop, who eagerly welcomed her dead weight into open arms and nuzzled the crown of her sleepy head.

			The look Sophie and Zara exchanged confirmed what Stella already knew—the tension between her and Theo had become unbearable for everyone. She considered Zara’s question. What was stopping her? Nothing had changed. Theo couldn’t or wouldn’t—which one was beside the point—offer her the vaguest promise of monogamy. It wasn’t about how casual or serious their involvement was, for Theo it was a matter of principle. And yet earlier today Stella was ready to cross any line with her. Maybe if they did sleep together this utter madness would end…for all of them. And then, as sad as it was, Stella would be finally free.

			She had reached a crossroads. She could either hold on to the high of their game or play her final move and see what other joys life had to offer after Theo. Perhaps once over her infatuation she could have a real relationship. One more mellow and predictable. Maybe even one where attraction didn’t entirely dwindle over time. Her brain easily produced vivid images of kissing Theo in a bed that belonged to both of them, a late Saturday morning, a shared-mortgage-coffee-waffles-farmers-markets of a life. Stella blinked them away. Someone else would have to star in that particular scenario. She cast a faceless woman in Theo’s place. 

			A relationship like that would be the wild card. What she had with Theo was predictable. Stella knew the steps by heart: they fought, they made up, they made out. Rinse and repeat. What would happen with someone who could offer the kind of commitment she could accept was the real unknown. Maybe it would be another Andy, a painful mismatch asking for her abiding devotion regardless. Or maybe she could have what Liddy and Coop did: real love. Finally, and for the first time, she was ready for something different to happen.

			“You know what? I’m going there right now.”

			“Going where, hon?” Liddy barely suppressed a yawn.

			“Theo’s.”
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        * * *

      

			Stella sobered up in the Uber enough to start questioning her decision. By the time she reached Theo’s floor the jitters were getting the better of her. She anticipated this endgame play with a range of mixed emotions. Nervous, excited, and a little wistful, she knocked on the door and stepped back.

			This could go a few ways. There was a very small risk of Theo not being home on a Sunday evening. In that case Stella would text her and find her while she still had the guts to go through with it. If by any chance she had woken up Theo… Images of taking Theo’s lounge pants off and kissing sleepy eyelids flooded her mind.

			The door cracked open then and a confused face popped out to greet her. Right. Theo hadn’t expected visitors. Stella should’ve texted first.

			“Hi.” Uncharacteristically self-conscious, Stella raised her palm in a greeting then lowered it nervously. Here she was, at the door of the woman who had held her in a spell for over a decade, about to propose they put an end to years of pent-up desire. There were few things that could make her feel more vulnerable. “Can I come in?”

			“Now is just really not a good time, Stells.” The air of vague discomfort around Theo gave her pause. Her stomach clenched unpleasantly. The only scenario she hadn’t considered, despite it being the one with the highest odds, was unfolding before her. Movement from within the apartment confirmed what on some level she already knew.

			From the look on Theo’s face, she had let her disappointment show. Then, determined to walk out of this mess with just an ounce of dignity left, she gave Theo a tight-lipped smile, a nod and turned to go without another word. She felt utterly humiliated.

			But Theo was nothing if not stubborn. She seemed to have faltered only for a moment. Perhaps she’d paused to excuse herself to the half-naked woman in her living room. Whatever slowed her down was only temporary. She caught up to Stella down the stairs just before the exit, shouting after her.

			“Stella! Stella, wait! Slow down! Damn, you’re fast in those heels…”

			Theo grabbed her by the wrist. Stella had just made it to the final step. She twisted her arm out of Theo’s grasp roughly, without looking back. In a hurry to get out, she dashed to the doorway. The walls were closing in on her. She desperately needed the cold December air to wash over her heated face and provide some semblance of relief.

			“Stella, please let me explain for fuck’s sake!” Theo gave chase. Out on the street they tried to outrun each other. A terrible decision in the current weather.

			“Nothing to explain, why should you explain anything?” Exhausted from making it down five floors in under two minutes and hindered by the rain-slicked pavement under her impractical boots, Stella found it hard to keep running. Panting, she turned to face Theo. “Nothing to explain. Besides, isn’t that exactly what you want—to never have to explain why there’s another woman in your apartment?”

			Theo screwed her face up. “Laura came to pick some stuff up. But really I think she came to pick a fight.”

			“Theo, I said there’s nothing to explain.” Stella fought hard against the mortifying tears threatening to spill over, but she couldn’t hide the tremble of her voice. “I don’t care if it’s Laura or Naomi, or Lily, or Whatever-Her-Name-Is, there’s always some woman. And I don’t give a fuck who’s in your apartment or why.”

			“Except you do.” Theo had rarely been so straightforward, and Stella wasn’t quite sure how to respond to the truth put so plainly. She was past admitting or denying it. Everything she’d done and said for thirteen years was evidence enough.

			A middle-aged couple passing by them gave first Stella, then Theo a look of mild curiosity. They disappeared into the night along with the final notes of Stella’s humorless laugh. “I’m so fucking stupid. I never learn.”

			“Yeah, well, neither do I. Seems to me we’re perfect for each other.” Theo stood a couple of feet away, in nothing but a sweater and jeans in the biting cold. Everything about her called to Stella like a siren song. If only what she truly wanted was within the realm of possible…

			“Theo, go upstairs. It’s cold.”

			“First tell me why the unexpected visit.” Theo was determined. Her features were set in a willful expression. She wouldn’t let Stella go without an answer even if she risked freezing to death on the street.

			“I had this absurd notion that if we finally slept together, I would be free of this…this all-consuming need that…” Stella could scarcely explain the rationalizations that had made sense to her just half an hour ago. As she stood in front of Theo—achingly beautiful, infuriatingly handsome, agonizingly unattainable Theo—she began to see the flaws in her logic. Still, she went on, “I’ve always thought that if you could just give me one year, just one year of exclusive, monogamous fucking…But you wouldn’t even give me that, you’ve made it very clear. ‘No promises,’ that’s what you said, remember?” Even if Theo’s memory failed her, Stella’s didn’t. Word for word she could recall Theo’s matter-of-fact statement a little after they’d first made out, how she couldn’t promise monogamy to anyone for any period of time, for any reason. “You can’t even promise not to fuck other women for one year.”

			Theo recoiled at the words. For a beat before she spoke, she seemed to grapple with disappointment and Stella could feel it directed squarely at her. “If one year is all you want from me, Stells, then this isn’t at all what I thought it was.” The sheer intensity of the hurt in Theo’s voice caught Stella off guard. She wanted to say that, of course, just scratching an itch was not at all what she wanted and one year would never be enough anyway. But what good would such admission do? There was a chasm between what she needed and what Theo was willing to give.

			“You can’t even be exclusive with me for one year…”

			“Why is that the barometer of commitment to you, Stells? Fuck! I wanna grow old with you, why isn’t that enough for you?”

			Stella shook her head. She’d been asking herself the same question for thirteen years, never reaching a satisfying conclusion. One that would allow them both to get what they want. “I don’t know,” she mumbled. “All I know is that I don’t need you to promise me forever. But I do need you to promise me I am the only one.”

			“Hah. Good one. Well, seems we’re at an impasse then. ’Cause, you see, I do need you to promise me forever.” The fires in Theo’s eyes sent shivers down Stella’s spine. She had come here for a hookup, almost convinced her invitation would be enthusiastically accepted, and instead she found herself in the middle of an argument, the subtext they had spun in intricate webs over the years finally made explicit.

			The notion of forever, so casually tossed, got Stella nauseous. She wasn’t exactly opposed to growing old with someone. In her most audacious daydreams, she even pictured that someone sporting Theo’s lopsided smile and cozy hoodies. But she always imagined herself arriving there by happy accident, not white-knuckling it through years of excruciating misery because she’d made a vow, wide-eyed and brimming with optimism a long time ago.

			“I can’t.” Stella stepped back, shaking her head. “I can’t do that, Theo, I can’t promise you this is what’s going to happen. How could anyone?”

			“Of course you can,” Theo countered evenly, stepping forward. “You’re an adult, Stella, you’re in control of your own goddamn decisions.”

			“Forever is not a decision you make.”

			“Of course it fucking is. What is it then? A stupid coincidence?” For every tiny step backward Stella made, Theo advanced that much toward her.

			“A lucky turn of events,” Stella said softly, barely above a whisper. It pained her to see the look in Theo’s eyes and yet she couldn’t break their eye contact. “Go upstairs, Theo. This was a bad idea.”

			“I think it was a really good one, actually,” Theo said wryly. “Now we know who’s the one with the commitment issues between the two of us.”

			In the quiet of the rainy night, Stella’s mirthless laughter bounced off the facades of the buildings surrounding them. “That’s still you. You’re so terrified of someone impeding on your freedom that you can’t even commit to one year of being exclusive with someone you claim you want to spend your whole life with.” Stella fully realized how unproductive this accusation was and yet she couldn’t help being mad at Theo for what felt like purposeful withholding. If forever was a decision, then what was monogamy?

			“Said the woman who can’t wrap her mind around marriage being hard work, not a serendipitous coincidence.” Theo raised her voice and desperation rather than anger rang in it. “News flash, Stells, your parents aren’t still together because they miraculously never had anything to fight about—”

			“Yeah, thanks for letting me know, you seem to have a lot of experience in that area. Go upstairs now, because you’re freezing.”

			Hurt flashed in Theo’s eyes. The tension between them was explosive as ever. All it needed was a match. 

			But then something unexpected happened. Stella saw Theo’s shoulders drop. Her eyes grew softer. Theo tipped her head, then said in a low voice, “Good night, Stells.” And she walked away from their fight.

			For some reason Stella couldn’t explain, that was the worst thing Theo could’ve done. Eyes darting to the black sky above where wet snowflakes were beginning to form, she gulped cold air and let the tears finally fall. A fight would’ve been better. She knew the steps to a fight. That Theo—the one who confessed to wanting a lifetime with her, the one who bowed out of an argument—scared her. She had no idea how to be around her anymore. In a way, she had to concede, she got what she hoped for. Something had changed.

			






    
            Chapter Fifteen





			Cold dreary December afternoons in Portland were only made bearable by the Christmas decorations and the promise of hot toffee lattes with Liddy. For the past two weeks, Stella had cut herself off from the rest of polite society, too raw and unbalanced after her last confrontation with Theo to play the part of a thoughtful friend. She’d learned from Sophie that when she hid, Theo did too. They’d both skipped on last Friday’s tapas and missed Zara’s post-echograph debrief and baby photo cuteness. For Liddy, who had once had to suffer Stella’s abrupt departure and subsequent radio silence, Theo’s newly found radical avoidance after every frequent fight with Stella must have felt like the inevitable breakdown of their friend group.

			But Stella still could not bring herself to show up. Theo’s absence was just as loud as her presence. Her ghost would haunt every moment. She’d be right there in Coop’s anecdotes and Sophie’s unapologetic, almost provocative retelling of her last Full Moon crystal recharging, in Liddy’s ingrained habit to omit the basil from her tomato bruschetta and Zara’s tap dancing around her planned home water birth. Theo would be on the couch, playing with Percy or sneaking a hand under Stella’s cardigan, she would be in the kitchen, pouring herself a glass of wine or pinning Stella to the fridge…Theo would be everywhere, in everything, Stella’s mind would conjure her in every familiar setting.

			Sensing that, Stella had run away once before. London had been one big escape from Theo and their explosive chemistry that only left wreckage in its wake. But it was different this time. For one thing, she’d scheduled this coffee date with Liddy and had no intentions of ever disappearing on her again. Liddy was so much more than an artifact of Stella’s past or a keeper of history and Stella would never make her feel disposable again.

			But this time there was something more unsettling than the latest souring of her friendship with Theo that made her want to run. Stella was in love. Like a fool. And God, was love a fucking letdown.

			For the entirety of her twenties, she had been searching for the One. Or so she’d told herself. Her quest for love had been a smokescreen. Another great escape. On some level, she had always known what she now, at thirty-four, could finally admit to herself: it had always been Theo, from the moment Coop introduced her that summer nearly fourteen years ago at that stupid dorm party Stella almost didn’t go to. Of course, if she’d skipped like she had intended, some other twist of events would’ve made their paths cross. Theo was Coop’s best friend. Eventually, their meeting would’ve been unavoidable. And perhaps Stella had always been doomed to fall in love with her and end up here.

			The notion made her feel utterly helpless. She was in love, had always been in love, with someone who would never in a million years be hers. They would never go to the farmers market together on a sunny Saturday morning, or pick new drapes for their bedroom, or argue over a china pattern. More than a decade later and she was still in the same place with no real hope of ever moving forward. Her friends were getting married and starting families, and Stella was stuck in this deadlock with Theo.

			And to make things worse, she could only half-heartedly be angry at Theo. It was hard to begrudge her reluctance to make any promises when Stella could not commit to forever. With a clear mind, she could understand that for Theo this was not about withholding something she was able but unwilling to give. In fact, in those rare moments, her compassion for Theo extended to the realization that perhaps Theo felt just as inadequate for not being able to give what Stella needed as Stella felt for feeling queasy at the notion of marriage. Or what marriage stood for anyway.

			Why isn’t that enough for you? should be the slogan of their entire relationship. When her heart took over, Stella asked herself the same thing over and over. Why wasn’t what they had enough for Theo? Enough to make other women if not invisible, then less appealing. If Stella could have Theo, she didn’t want anyone else. Why couldn’t Theo just simply feel the same?

			But then again, what they had was not enough to make Stella say “I do”—now or in the future. Or rather, it wasn’t that it was not enough. Stella’s fear of what such an arrangement would mean—and eventually lead up to—was simply weightier. A flashback of the last weeks with Andy hit her, and in an instant she was suffocating all over again. 

			The door chime jingled when she entered the coffee shop. Inside, warmth and mellow folk music welcomed her. Liddy waved her in from a table in the corner. Removing her coat, Stella walked to her with an involuntary grin. Liddy was perhaps the only person on Earth who could make her smile despite whatever else was happening in her life.

			“You made me miss you again, dumbass,” Liddy stretched her arms out for a hug. “And you promised you wouldn’t bail on me anymore…”

			Stella draped her coat over the backrest of the chair and gladly slumped into Liddy’s embrace. “I texted,” she protested weakly. In all honesty, a couple of texts in two weeks were the equivalent of ghosting. Stella bit her lip, chastened.

			“Yeah. To say you can’t talk. What happened?”

			“Another one of my dumb fights with Theo…” Stella stepped back and sank into the chair opposite Liddy.

			“I figured as much when she didn’t show up to Friday tapas.” Liddy rolled her eyes, clearly annoyed at their propensity for vanishing when things got rough. “So what was it this time? Honestly, at first when you didn’t text I thought you two were too busy fucking to make contact with the outside world…I thought we’d have to send you sandwiches and water over the mail.”

			If only. Stella sighed heavily. The missed opportunity, the inane waste of potential. Instead of getting under Theo, she had discovered there was no getting over her. Already nervous, she decided to share her recent epiphany with Liddy.

			“I’m…Liddy, I’m in love with Theo.” She lowered her voice and her head as if whispering a government secret in a place that might be crawling with foreign spies. 

			Liddy just blinked across from her. Then tilted her head meaningfully. “No shit.”

			Rude. Stella stared back and deliberately repeated each word: “No shit?” She watched as Liddy stood behind her word selection. “I tell you I’m in love with our mutual friend of thirteen years and your response is ‘no shit’?”

			“Oh, Stella…You’ve been in love with her for as long as I can remember.” Liddy at least injected some sympathy into her tone this time. “This might be some hand-of-God revelation to you, but I’ve known you’re in love with Theo since you skipped Smash Snout to help her study for her torts exam.”

			“And those dancing pugs will never be in Portland again…” Stella bemoaned her missed opportunity. Liddy gave her a pointed look. “Well, I didn’t know I was in love with Theo until she started blabbering about spending the rest of her life with me…”

			Ignoring Stella’s obvious exasperation, Liddy let her mouth hang open for a second before interjecting. “She did what?”

			“Oh, yeah. So that’s the new issue. As if we were lacking in that department.” Stella rolled her eyes and stood up. “But first I’m getting a toffee latte, I’ve been craving one since they hung the lights on Madison street.”

			“How is Theo wanting to spend her life with you an issue?” Liddy nearly shouted after her, making a few patrons turn their heads in her direction.

			But Stella was already queueing for her latte and just waved at her as if to say “Later.” With a bowl full of coffee topped off with a heap of cream, she returned to their table no more than five minutes later. “The girl in front of me was completely unhinged,” she said. “If you ever think I’m obsessed with Christmas drinks…”

			Liddy gave an impatient look that conveyed just how little she cared about people’s coffee orders. “Back to the story, Stella.”

			“Oh, yeah, where was I?”

			“Theo wanting to spend her life with you?”

			“No, that’s not right. I’ll start with the fact that when I got to her apartment there was another woman there because this perfectly illustrates exactly why I can’t ‘I do’ this whole situation.”

			“Wait. Did Theo propose to you?”

			“No, but as good as. She started talking about ‘forever’ and growing old with me…” Stella sighed, looking down at her dessert of a coffee. “After I revealed my brilliant plan of getting naked with each other so we can finally move on…and she rejected it.”

			“Oh, now I get it.”

			“Please enlighten me then because I don’t.”

			Liddy’s skeptical look right then made Stella feel terribly exposed for the hypocrite she was being. She was lying to herself and now to Liddy, and Liddy called her out. “I think you do. Actually, I think you’ve spent the past two weeks analyzing the hell out of that evening. You’re playing chicken.”

			“What?” Stella held her cup mid-sip.

			“You and Theo. You’re both hella scared of commitment. So naturally, you’re playing chicken to see who will cave in first. Instead of, you know, talking about your fears like adults.”

			“Liddy, I’m not trying to manipulate Theo into a monogamous relationship,” Stella vehemently protested. Playing chicken made it sound like they were engaged in some sort of mutual deception for the sole purpose of establishing dominance in a power struggle where there were clear winners and losers. In reality, both Stella and Theo were on the losing side—they couldn’t give what the other needed and yet they couldn’t let go of each other either.

			“That’s not what I said. Or was trying to imply,” Liddy argued. “You’re both good people. If emotionally immature.” Stella gave Liddy what she hoped was a scolding look, but Liddy just shrugged in response. “You are. You’re not maliciously manipulating each other. But you’re waiting for the other to drop their guard. And that’s not how relationships work. Sometimes you have to be the first to extend an olive branch even if it feels emotionally risky.”

			“Meaning what exactly? I couldn’t make it to forever with Andy or Cole, I certainly can’t vow my undying love to someone who can’t stop sleeping with other women long enough for our honeymoon phase to be over…”

			“Who’s talking about ‘forever’?”

			“Theo is!”

			“Theo is as full of shit as you are.” Liddy was unswayed. “I’m talking about giving each other a chance. No one promises ‘forever’ on the first date. You haven’t even slept together yet. And besides, even with the best of intentions, there are never really any guarantees in relationships. You’re both looking for certainty because you’re so scared to let go and simply love each other.”

			Stella dropped back in her chair and stared unseeingly at the pedestrians passing by outside. Minutes stretched before she turned to Liddy who was sipping her latte contentedly. “You should’ve been a psych major,” Stella said. Liddy rolled her eyes. “Since when are you such a Stheo shipper anyway?”

			“Stheo, really?” Liddy regarded their couple name with contempt before she seriously considered the question. “I’ve watched you sabotage your relationships for years. In the end, I had to accept that maybe Theo is your person.”

			“How can Theo be my person if we want such different things out of a relationship?” She had asked herself the same question for as long as she could remember.

			“Do you really? I mean, think about it. It’s not so much that Theo can’t stop sleeping with other women. We’ve both seen her go months between hookups when she was studying. It’s just that she doesn’t want to have to make a promise she might not be able to keep. Just like you. You’re perfectly capable of sticking it out with someone. By your own account, you did practically everything to last with Andy. You simply don’t want to promise someone ‘no matter what.’ Which, by the way, marriage is not a ‘no matter what’ kind of arrangement…”

			Instead of addressing Liddy’s analysis of their painful stalemate, Stella tried to introduce a bit of levity to a conversation that was getting uncomfortably vulnerable. She felt all sorts of seen and it wasn’t as warm and fuzzy as she’d hoped. “I’ll tell Coop you said that.”

			“Oh, Coop knows that if she ever neglects or abuses me, we’re through.” Liddy leaned back into her chair and took another long sip of her latte. Stella found a great opportunity to change the topic, done picking apart her relationship with Theo.

			“How’s Coop doing?”

			“I think she’s going through a midlife crisis.” Liddy sighed deeply. “Last night she joked about leaving corporate law to become a high school civics teacher. But you know, in that way that isn’t actually joking…”

			“But you won’t mind if she does. Will you?”

			“No, of course not. I just don’t want her to make rash decisions just because she’s approaching forty and is getting restless. I mean, working fewer hours would be great for us. I’m not dying to be a single mom.”

			Stella whistled at Liddy’s revelation. “You’re really starting to consider it, huh?”

			“I’m pushing thirty-five, hon. If I don’t start considering it now, soon biology will make the decision for me.” Liddy tilted her head with a small smile. For the first time since she’d known her, Stella imagined her as a mom. Liddy would be great at it. Coop would be even better. Together they would be an unbeatable team.

			A pang of nostalgia gripped her. They would really never be in their twenties again. Carefree and footloose, completely unburdened by the responsibilities of adulthood. She looked at Liddy with wistfulness. Soon her friends would take the next step in life. Liddy would no longer be free for brunch on a whim or pick up the phone for an hour-long dissection of her last near miss with Theo, or join her for a last-minute girls’ trip. And Stella didn’t know where that would leave her.

			“What is it?” Liddy picked up on her out-of-the-blue melancholy.

			“Nothing. Just…” Stella looked down at her nearly empty cup. “I was just thinking how soon all of my friends will have kids and…And suddenly my petty love drama will seem too trivial compared to putting little Audrey down for a nap.”

			Liddy reached across the table and grabbed Stella’s hand with the most solemn look in her eye. “You will never be too ‘trivial’ for me to pick up the phone,” she said. “You’re my best friend, stupid. Besides, I won’t ever be one of those moms that only ever talk about nappies and homemade purees. And honestly, you see how Zara is, I don’t think she’ll turn into a mom either…”

			“You say that now but—”

			“But nothing. If there’s one thing I can promise it’s that I will always make time for you.” Liddy rolled her eyes to the side, considering. “And I will always give Coop the best head she’s received for as long as we are together.”

			Stella swallowed a choke of surprise. “You should’ve put that in your wedding vows.” Liddy grinned, then stroked the back of her hand.

			“Are you coming to Christmas?”

			The abrupt change of topic made Stella pause. Since that first year they all became friends, Zara had always joined them for Christmas even though she didn’t celebrate. Gifts and good food had no religion in her book. Now that Sophie was in the picture, she would be there too. She’d shared with Stella that she was trying to distance as much as possible from her strict Catholic parents, who never wanted to even meet Zara much less recognize their relationship. And with Deb gone this year, Theo would probably decide to spend Christmas at Liddy and Coop’s rather than join George and her family.

			Stella had mixed feelings about the prospect of sharing Christmas with the gang. She didn’t want to upset Liddy who was probably already hanging stockings with all of their names above the faux fireplace. And she did genuinely want to be among friends. But with Theo there a peaceful holiday was not guaranteed. Stella didn’t feel ready to face her after their last throwdown. Even if they did manage to make it through the night without ruining the celebrations for everyone, she would be feeling down the whole time.

			“I’d love to. Really. But I haven’t seen my parents in a while,” she said. “And I miss them a lot.”

			“Oh, you’ve got a plane ticket?” Liddy teased her. She knew damn well Stella hadn’t thought to buy one back in September when that was still an option.
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        * * *

      

			Stella drove the ten hours to Sacramento the day before Christmas. Like most of her trips, this one was also unplanned. While she was slowly fossilizing in the car, she wished she’d had the foresight to buy a plane ticket, but that was too responsible-adult for her. Not on brand.

			A new home improvement project welcomed her upon arrival—Dad was replacing their plain off-white stairs, inspired by Spanish and Portuguese interiors. He was so happy to see her, he went off on a little rant: Portland was drab and dull, and so was London for that matter, and Stella had to visit more often just to get her essential dose of vitamin D. As if she needed any other reason to drop by.

			Mom had joined an international online book club which helped her fill her nighttime waking hours. She didn’t miss the opportunity to point out Stella had lost weight, worry about the diet culture at En Style and shove a tray of homemade sugar cookies in her face.

			And Sir Sctratchalot was just as fat and just as unbothered as she remembered him. It was such a relief to be with family. For seven whole days, she regressed under her mother’s diligent care to a state of complete childlike ineffectiveness. Which was only a few notches down from her usual.

			






    
            Chapter Sixteen





			That Liddy had somehow managed to make New Year’s reservations for this party shouldn’t have surprised Stella—Liddy had always had a few tricks up her sleeve—and yet even knowing her, it was nothing short of astonishing. The interior, the music, the dress code transported Stella to a 1920s Prohibition era, only vaguely modernized. She had put on her most antiquated looking little black dress and held an unlit cigarette in an ivory holder she’d scored online with every intention of eventually escaping to light it up once being near Theo got to be too much.

			She had relied on Theo’s tendency to arrive late to a party. Her intuition had lied. She felt the rug pulled out from underneath her when she spotted her familiar figure at their table, back to the entrance, head full of messy curls tilted back in laughter. Shaken on the inside, she plastered a smile on the outside and slinked to the booth before any of their friends had the chance to notice her and tip Theo’s gaze in her direction. That way, she could approach on her own terms and keep the element of surprise to her favor.

			Like it’s war… Stella winced. Theo was still her friend. Regardless of the blows they had exchanged, guerilla tactics were not in order. Dejection replaced her fight reflex and she reached the table with her shoulders dropped in surrender and regret.

			“You have outdone yourself,” she said softly, leaning to land a kiss on Liddy’s cheek. The gesture placed her right at Theo’s back and she sensed more than saw Theo’s eyes following her movements. Other than a placating Merry Christmas text, they hadn’t talked since the evening of Sophie and Zara’s baby shower. “Coop, your wife is exceptional, did you know that?”

			Coop reached an arm to loosely wrap around Stella’s waist in greeting. “She’s one of a kind. But why this time?” Stella simply waved about in response and Coop’s gaze followed the trajectory of her hand. “Pretty neat, huh? I never doubted her.”

			“Zara and Sophie are late?” The question was more of a statement buying Stella time.

			“Yes,” Liddy said. “Zara texted to say she’s still, and I quote, trying to squeeze into a semi-decent dress. David’s also running late. And you won’t believe this, but Harry brought a date.”

			“Ooh, our fair maiden has taken a lover?” Stella was genuinely intrigued. For a moment, Harry’s love life distracted her from her own miserable state of affairs. “Did you grill him already or are we waiting for Zara and Sophie to join?”

			Coop nodded toward the bar where Harry stood—impeccably dressed in a two-piece suit—with his hand around a slightly taller man in a chic velvet topcoat. “We started without you. The fine young man goes by the name of Finnley and has his very own pet grooming business.”

			“I see.” Stella exaggerated her thoughtful nod. “A gentleman of great taste and acumen.”

			“And not only that.” Liddy continued their banter. “The lad appears to be quite taken with our Harrison and his affinity for sentimental romance novels is rather encouraging…”

			“Could it be that our dear friend has met his match?” Stella continued to brace herself on the backrests of Liddy’s and Coop’s chairs, relieved their little repartee provided her with an excuse to delay greeting Theo.

			“Though uncertain of the fate of their association, I must admit they do seem to be enamored with one another,” Coop said. Both Liddy and Stella giggled, positively happy for Harry’s sudden turn of luck.

			It was then that Harry and Finnley, cocktail glasses in both hands, made their way back to the table. “Stella, the nineteen-twenties called, they don’t want their sequins back, said you can keep them forever,” Harry said in the place of a greeting.

			“Why, thank you. But these here are beads, old sport.” Stella glanced at her dress—not exactly flapper-fit but reminiscent enough—to confirm that, indeed, there were no sequins on it. Then she extended her hand to Finnley, who had just set the drinks he was carrying on the table. “The aforementioned Stella.”

			“Finn. Lovely to meet you. And I like the dress, very on theme.” Instead of a “thank you,” Stella simply curtsied girlishly. The boy was perfectly polite and friendly. On top of that, he was handsome and well-dressed and, okay, perhaps a little bit too young if Stella had correctly gauged his age at mid-twenties, putting the gap between him and Harry at around a decade give or take. But Stella was not about to pass any judgment, especially not when Harry had finally met someone he liked enough to introduce.

			Their blooming romance made Stella consider her own, less promising one. She had mulled over the decision to spend New Year’s with the gang. Her fear of facing Theo made staying with Mom and Dad seem like the more enticing option. But underneath the fear, her longing for Theo made it impossible not to come. And so she had returned the previous day with a knot in her stomach.

			“Would you like me to get you a drink, Stella?” Finn offered. “We’re on drinks duty tonight.”

			“That would be great, thank you. A gin and tonic.” Her drink for the night sorted, Stella walked around the table and with as much reluctance as apprehension, dropped beside Theo. Their eyes met for the first time that evening and they regarded each other with the tentative magnanimity of people who loved but had hurt each other over and over again. “Hi,” Stella mouthed.

			“Hi,” Theo returned just as softly. By the fond resignation in her eyes, Stella knew Theo didn’t have the energy or the will to stay mad at her. It took a lot—for both of them—to sustain the righteous indignation of being misunderstood. “I like the dress too.” Theo’s eyes grew kinder. “Very Daisy Buchanan of you.”

			Stella’s nose bunched up. “Daisy was a selfish coward,” she said. “Though I suppose…” She looked at Theo cautiously, used to treading lightly after each sparring match. One careless word could spark a new argument.

			But Theo was feeling generous tonight. “No, you’re nothing like Daisy, other than the dress. More of a Holly Golightly I’d say. You even got the pearls and the cigarette holder…” Theo’s fingers touched the strings of pearls wound tightly around Stella’s throat and Stella’s pulse quickened in response.

			“I hope I’m more like the movie version.”

			“Of course, she eventually goes back for the cat. You’d never leave a cat alone out on the streets like that.”

			Distorted, the final scene of Breakfast at Tiffany’s played in Stella’s mind. She eventually goes back for the person she loves. A correction Stella was not about to voice. “You know what? I was actually thinking of lighting that up.” She indicated the cigarette with a flick of her hand. “Wanna share?”

			“You’ve always been a bad influence, Stells.” But the protestation was perfunctory. Theo got up to follow Stella to the small courtyard at the back of the venue. On their way there, Stella mouthed an explanation to Liddy whose questioning gaze followed their departure.

			Outside, it was as cold and unpleasant as Stella remembered from her way to the party, except less windy because of the enclosure protecting them from the frosty air currents. Most importantly, it was quiet and secluded. The only other people sharing the secret garden with them were a couple in the corner and a small group of friends whose conversation was carried out in a whisper.

			Stella pulled her coat tighter around her body and reached in the pocket for her lighter. Theo watched her over the newly lit flame that she sheltered with a hand. They held each other’s gaze as Stella took a drag and passed the cigarette, now sans holder, from hers to Theo’s lips.

			“I thought you quit,” Theo said, exhaling the bitter smoke in a quickly dispersing cloud.

			“I did!” Stella insisted. “I only have one every once in a while.” The cigarette changed owners again and Stella took another hit that took her closer to pleasant light-headedness. “Wait, didn’t you quit?”

			Theo only grinned without replying, taking the nicotine stick on offer and then dragging on it like someone experienced in the vice. For a beat, Stella was distracted by an infuriatingly sharp jawline and hazel eyes that sparked with amusement. She let the dodge slide.

			“Can I ask you a question?”

			Theo’s guard went up by a trigger, almost imperceptibly, before she smirked. “You just did.” At Stella’s disappointed expression, she switched strategies. “Shoot.”

			“You don’t have a date tonight.”

			“That’s not a question.” Theo shrugged. “But still, astute and perceptive, some of your best work.” Stella lightly punched her shoulder, extracting a dramatized gasp.

			“Don’t be a smartass. Why don’t you have a date tonight?” Stella decided to get straight to the point. Part of her had expected to see Theo with a girl—she certainly had the track record to justify the assumption. In fact, Stella knew half of her already dissolved unease had been the thought of Theo showing up with someone.

			“Wow, Stells, really? Can’t a dyke decide to go stag to a New Year’s party?” Theo continued to goof around. When Stella’s stern look registered, she schooled her features into rarely seen earnestness. “I’m taking a break.”

			“From women?” The incredulity in Stella’s voice seemed to land as a blow, but it was too late to modulate her tone when Theo winced.

			“Not from all women necessarily,” she said softly before taking another drag.

			The implication of the statement hung heavy in the air. Not from all women. Just from other women? Stella’s heart drummed wildly in her chest. She inhaled the heavy smoke with desperation, but it didn’t help her settle. Theo had no right to play with her heart so carelessly…and yet Stella could see she wasn’t being careless at all. Their prolonged eye contact got uncomfortable.

			“What d’you think about Finn?” Stella’s eyes darted to the ashtray nearby and she crushed the cigarette a little too forcefully into the glass surface, staring at it for as long as possible before her evasion seemed purposeful.

			“I think he’s a sweet kid.” Theo played along. Stella gave her a quick, grateful look. “He’s a bit young but he seems mature enough. Definitely light years away from all of the other guys Harry’s gone out with.”

			“I’m really happy to see him so…in love, I guess.”

			“I don’t know if I’d say in love just yet but…yeah, nice when it works out, isn’t it?” The glance they shared made Stella’s knees weak. She cursed herself for it and yet there was no denying it—she was pathetically in love with Theo. And not despite but maybe because of everything that had happened between them.

			It felt like minutes passed before Stella nodded toward the entrance. “Do you wanna…” Theo gestured for her to go first as she held the door open. On their way inside, low on the will to fight it, Stella ran her fingers up the inside of Theo’s wrist. The touch was subtle but enough to ignite them both. The look that Theo gave her in response had her imagination running wild.

			“Coop, can I also have one, please?” Liddy whined upon Stella and Theo’s return.

			“Babe, you already had one last week.” Coop bent to kiss the top of Liddy’s head with devotion.

			“I had to! Nancy drove me to murderous rage over the phone. Your father is one patient, likely still love-blind man. I don’t know what you have against smoking anyway.”

			“Hm, let’s see…it ages you, it makes your teeth go gray, and oh, yeah, it kills,” Stella replied instead of Coop, hanging her coat over the backrest of her seat.

			“Stella, I think there was a word for people like you,” Sophie interjected. She and Zara had recently joined the celebrations—Sophie in sequins, the real kind, and Zara in maternity jeans and a tunic. “Oh, yeah, a hypocrite.”

			Liddy looked obscenely delighted at Sophie’s call-out. Stella made a face and just about childishly stuck her tongue out at her. “So can I have one? It’s New Year’s.”

			Coop let out a heavy sigh, worn down by Liddy’s persistence. Apparently, she took after her father because both of them had the patience of saints for the obstinate women in their lives. “Fine. But chew on some gum before you kiss me again.”

			“You got it.” Liddy pecked Coop’s cheek and extended a silent invitation to Stella. Stella shook her head.

			“Oh, no, I just got in, I’m cold. It’s twenty degrees outside.”

			“I’ll come with you, Liddy.” Theo didn’t appear too excited to be out in the cold again, but as a good friend, stood up and reached for her jacket. Just before she turned to follow Liddy, she gave Stella a lingering stare that made Stella’s heart skip a beat and her vagina clench at the same time.

			“Okay, what was that?” Zara leaned over the table to pin Stella with questioning eyes.

			“I know that look,” Harry commented, then wiggled his eyebrows at Finn.

			“It’s nothing. That night…after your baby shower, nothing happened.” Stella took a bold gulp of her gin and tonic. She hadn’t shared the unabbreviated version with anyone but Liddy and Mom.

			“Mhm. Exactly.” Zara’s taunting smirk made Stella want to bury her face in her hands. It was getting embarrassing how obviously hot Theo and her were for each other. “So that tension is still unresolved.”

			“I guess you could say that…” Stella drew out.

			“Just as long as you don’t spend the night—” Zara gripped the edge of the table with a painful grimace on her face. Sophie’s concerned caresses were immediately upon her.

			“Hey, everything okay? Zara?” Coop prepared to jump into action, and by the look on their faces, Harry and Finn were a drop of a hat away from calling 911.

			“She’s fine, just some Braxton-Hicks contractions,” Sophie explained, still rubbing Zara’s back.

			“Apparently, my cervix is rehearsing,” Zara added when the pain subsided enough and the hiss in her voice spoke volumes. Sweat had beaded on her forehead. “Some women don’t even notice them. Of course, some women don’t spend their entire pregnancies on the verge of barfing all the time…But oh well.”

			“I’m telling you, with a pregnancy like that, you will be blessed with a calm baby that sleeps through the night,” Harry said, enunciating her blessedness. “I am not losing that bet.”

			Zara smiled wearily but seemed content to accept the support even if Harry’s reassurance did not exactly reassure. “Please don’t let my overprepared cervix stop our discussion about sex.”

			“Save me.” Stella directed imploring eyes toward Harry and Finn who both stifled giggles. Exchanging looks of redundant modesty, they clasped each other’s hands. Stella remembered that lovey-dovey phase with wistfulness.

			“Sorry, Stella-dear, but I don’t kiss and tell,” Harry said.

			“I do.” Finn chuckled. “But I will respect my lovely boyfriend’s privacy.”

			“Aww…” Sophie cooed at them. Right behind her, David approached and placed one big hand on her shoulder. Finally, the last one to arrive.

			“I know, right,” he said. “Freaking adorable, these two.”

			First Sophie, then Zara turned to hug him. This New Year’s party was about to start.
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        * * *

      

			Stella narrowly avoided bumping into Theo on her way out of the restroom. A small nervous laugh escaped her and she met her sparkling eyes, long dark lashes and all. Theo could’ve at least had the decency to look a little less heartbreaking tonight.

			“Careful, Stells,” she said, voice full of mirth. “You’ll sweep away an unsuspecting soul.”

			“I’ll be sure to only bolt among friends then.”

			“Ah, it’s warming me from the inside knowing you regard my safety as less valuable than that of a stranger.” Theo placed a hand over her heart. Despite her offhanded eye roll, Stella couldn’t suppress a chuckle.

			“Come on, I wouldn’t have tackled you.” By impulse, Stella cast a furtive glance at the stone floor beneath their feet and winced. I hope…

			“No, you’re saving that move for Twister.”

			“Funny. I remember things unfolding differently last time.” In fact, Stella remembered it all too well. Her lips parted in a silent gasp as if Theo was kissing her now, so vivid was the memory. And going by Theo’s blown out pupils, she was entertaining a little vignette of her own.

			“Stells?” Theo held her gaze for a beat before breaking into a grin. “Save me a dance, will you?”

			But she didn’t wait for the answer, instead disappearing into a stall, leaving Stella to walk back to their table on unsteady legs. When she reached their booth, she found only Zara and Sophie there, lips locked in what looked like a very passionate kiss that Stella had to turn away from. It felt too invasive to even be present for it.

			Coop and Liddy were tearing up the dance floor, David stood by the bar, evidently engaged in some light flirting with a handsome man much older than him, and Harry and Finn Stella simply couldn’t locate.

			“Too preggo to dance?” She asked once Zara and Sophie untangled.

			“Ugh, what am I not too preggo to do these days?” Zara collapsed into Sophie’s embrace. “This baby cannot come out any sooner.”

			“You only have a month to go,” Stella tried to encourage her, reaching out for Zara’s hand over the table.

			“Three weeks and two days,” Zara said.

			“And she’s counting every minute,” Sophie added. They exchanged one of those looks that Stella couldn’t decipher—potentially an inside joke or a hint at something only they knew—then Sophie went for another not-so-quick kiss. Stella averted her gaze again. Above their heads, she spotted Theo leaving the restroom. Her heart skipped a beat.

			Stella expected her to but Theo didn’t walk to their table. Instead, she found Stella’s eyes and gave a subtle nod in the general direction of the impromptu dance floor where Coop and Liddy were still twirling around. They met halfway, Stella’s feet moved by Theo’s gravitational pull rather than any force of her will. When Theo’s arms wrapped around her waist, the electricity that passed through Stella’s body made her breath hitch. She quickly recalled the last time they had danced, at Coop and Liddy’s wedding. This was nothing like the friendly, nostalgia-induced embrace they’d shared back then.

			They fell in step easily, the choreography of their closeness as familiar as the routine of their fights. Stella was thankful for a rather slow song that permitted them to stay like this, cheek to cheek, Theo’s heart thrumming against the wall of her own chest.

			“So what’s your New Year’s resolution, Stells?” Theo’s lips brushed her cheekbone as she spoke. Stella’s eyelids grew heavy.

			“No resolution. Just staying right here.” The double meaning was accurate if not intentional. Stella meant Portland but, in a sense, Theo had become Portland or Portland had become Theo, no street in the city sparing her the memories. “You?”

			“Pass the bar. At last.” Theo’s soft humorless laugh tickled Stella. She pulled back to meet her eyes.

			“I know you will.”

			“Well, took me long enough to get here.”

			“There is no timeframe for this,” Stella said. Her hand moved to cup Theo’s cheek. “You got delayed. So what? You’re here now.” Theo’s smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. Stella could tell her regrets had less to do with reaching some arbitrary milestone by an arbitrary point in time than with Deb passing away before she could see her as a lawyer. Agony twisted her insides. She leaned into Theo to murmur, “I’m so proud of you. Have I ever said that? You’ll make a great human rights lawyer. A very sexy one too…” Stella went for some levity at the end, the confession too heavy on its own.

			Theo’s sharp inhale betrayed her surprise. “You’re really proud of me?”

			“Yes.” A lump had formed in Stella’s throat the moment this attempt at honesty arose in her mind but she went on. “You’re brilliant, Theo. The world needs more people like you, people who care.” 

			“Even though I’m a jerk?” Theo raised an eyebrow, clearly taunting her a little. Stella feigned frustration, despite the smile she could barely suppress.

			“You can be. And you’re not forgiven for that.”

			“Didn’t ask forgiveness.” Ugh. The audacity to smirk right now. Stella looked away—if she continued to stare into Theo’s eyes, where a gleam of naughtiness replaced the sadness—she wouldn’t be able to hold onto her grievances much longer. Theo’s lips brushed against her ear as she leaned in to add, “But I’m sorry anyway.”

			Theo had never, ever apologized for that particular…quirk of hers. “Are you?”

			“For being a jerk, yes. For correcting you when you’re wrong, no.”

			“I’ll take that,” Stella said softly.

			They swayed to the music a little while longer before Theo spoke again. “So, no resolutions this year. How come?”

			Stella shrugged. “Well, you saw how well quitting smoking worked out…”

			“What do you mean, Stells? Do you still puff?” The nearly genuine surprise that passed through Theo’s face gave Stella a pause, but she quickly recovered. She swatted at Theo’s shoulder through a giggle and watched Theo laugh as well.

			“Shut up.”

			“Oh, you don’t want me to shut up,” Theo said. “I’m the funniest person you know. Who’ll make you laugh if I shut up?”

			“I wouldn’t go that far…” Despite the objection, Stella couldn’t help but chuckle at the expression of mock-offense Theo put on. “But you are the silliest person I know.”

			“You keep on hurting me, Stells.” Theo’s hand, now off Stella’s back, clapped over her chest.

			“You’re a big girl, you’ll live.”

			“And now you are reminding me of my age too…” Still playing the victim, Theo made another sad face that failed to elicit sympathy.

			“Oh, right! Turning thirty-four next month, how’s it feel to be ancient?” Stella’s teasing was completely deserved—Theo had always made her age the butt of the joke, never mind she was all in all some ten months older than her.

			“Good, I almost caught up to you.” Theo winked. Stella took a gracious step back, disguised as a dance move, laughing.

			“You’ll never catch me, Theo.”

			But Theo swiftly pulled her back in, her arm a hook around Stella’s waist, and Stella crashed into her body. The explosion of heat soaked her silky underwear. Her gasp passed from her open mouth to Theo’s. “I just did.”

			They stood like that for just a moment, shaking with the sheer intensity of wanting each other. Stella felt frantic with it. Just one more touch, one more kiss, she’d do anything for it. The tremor that went up Theo’s forearms, locked in place around her waist, told her she wasn’t alone in her anticipation.

			But when the music stopped and movement started in the crowd, the countdown to midnight dragged them back to their table where their friends had already gathered, ready to pop the champagne.

			Stella’s eyes never left Theo’s as they made their way back. Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t look away. The desperate longing for Theo hollowed her out. It was inexorable, left no room for protest or negotiation. But scared her all the same.

			Ten.

			Standing around the table, their friends were counting out loud with everyone else. Theo and Stella were silent, spellbound.

			Nine.

			Stella realized the look in Theo’s eyes—half-torment, half-love—felt as familiar as her own reflection in the mirror. Theo had been looking at her like this for years.

			Eight.

			Theo’s hands found her waist and gripped hard. Harder than was comfortable, but Stella wouldn’t have it any other way. Their collision now was as inevitable as the clock striking midnight.

			Seven.

			Their lips met halfway, immediately ravenous. Gone were any restraints or regrets. And as Theo’s tongue swiped over Stella’s bottom lip, gaining entry, the world around them fell silent. Time stopped.

			






    
            Chapter Seventeen





			The clock loudly ticked the seconds on the new year by. Paper crunched underneath her bare foot. The old parquet floor creaked under the pressure of their steps. The armrest of the couch, soft behind her knees, toppled them over. Theo gasped when she bit then licked just below her throat. That was all Stella’s foggy mind could register before Theo’s mouth met hers again and the outside noise faded to static.

			There was no hurry. They were not making out in the alley behind the bar where their friends had gathered for a couple of drinks on a Friday or in Liddy’s kitchen while everyone else played Truth or Dare in the next room. And though Theo’s couch was not ideal, Stella was perfectly happy to have her right there…or on the floor, given their spontaneous lack of spatial awareness. And when Theo’s warm fingers moved up her inner thigh, under the flapper-esque dress, Stella anticipated that was exactly what was going to happen.

			But then the exploration came to a halt just shy of reaching her—surely by now—drenched underwear. Theo broke their kiss and bracing her upper body on her forearm, peered into Stella’s eyes. “Do you want to move this to my bedroom?” The question, so moderated in contrast to their heated kisses, caught Stella off-guard.

			Yes. For the past thirteen years I’ve been wanting to move this to your bedroom. Gently cupping Theo’s cheek, Stella simply said, “Yes.”

			She could barely feel disappointed at the loss of Theo’s warmth and the subtle but sensuous pressure of her body before Theo helped her to her feet. The instant they stood, Theo’s hand found the back of her neck and pulled her in for another kiss.

			They started tugging at clothing as Theo walked her back to her bedroom, a bedroom Stella had visited only once before under entirely different circumstances. She was convinced her heart was about to pound out of her chest when Theo’s long fingers loosely wrapped around her throat before she murmured, “I hope this is not some expensive jewelry,” and tore the string of her necklace. Fake pearls bounced off the floor, hitting her ankles, but Stella was beyond caring about a trinket.

			She slid cool hands under Theo’s shirt, triggering a shiver, as she whispered in her ear, “The dress is not expensive either…” No further invitation needed. Theo yanked the zipper at the back and peeled the dress off, leaving her in a satin camisole and matching panties. Theo immediately sucked on Stella’s throat as her hands slipped inside her briefs, each grabbing a butt cheek and pulling Stella closer and closer still.

			On a mission to get them both naked, Stella tugged at Theo’s shirt until Theo relented and released her so she could pull the redundant piece of clothing over her head. Once Theo saw the wisdom of Stella’s ways, they worked together to get her out of her sports bra. Stella let out a shaky exhale at the sight of the woman she loved, for the first time naked in front of her. Well, half-naked anyway. She traced perked up nipples with her fingertips, barely making contact, before ghosting over the same path with her mouth. When she swiped her tongue over the tip of one breast, Theo’s fingers tangled in her hair and her moan made Stella clench.

			“Come here,” Theo whispered, already grasping Stella’s jaw to pull her in for another time-stopping kiss. Theo sucked and stroked Stella’s tongue fervently until their quickened breathing filled the quiet dark bedroom. Stella could feel her grasp on sanity slip.

			Even in her wildest dreams she hadn’t expected the worshipful tenderness of Theo’s touch. The fine hairs on her arms rose. Theo’s hands glided over the skin of her back, under the satin garment, then gripped her sides, tickled her belly and finally seized her breasts, making her head tip back. She couldn’t mask the guttural sound of pure bliss Theo’s fondling drew out of her. Breathless, she cradled Theo’s face in both hands and their lips crashed together. They kissed with the unguarded honesty of strangers. No history between them, only a future.

			Stella marveled at her unquestioning trust in Theo. She had never wanted to share herself with anyone else the way she did now, both innocent and unrestrained.

			“You can have all of me.” Her heart pounded in her chest. It was a heavy admission.

			“All of you, huh?” Theo cupped her face, and the warmth of her hands spread down Stella’s body like a wave of affection. She could cry if the way her throat constricted was any indication. She brushed her lips against Theo’s as she squeezed her eyes shut to stop the overwhelm.

			“Yes,” she breathed. “But I want all of you too.” The moment of silence that followed Stella’s ask was the longest of her life. Her breathing grew ragged with anticipation.

			Theo murmured against her lips, “You already have me.” Stella’s body went slack in her arms. Happiness felt like condensed light in her chest when they kissed again, tenderness softening the edges of urgency.

			Heart pounding against her ribs, Stella unbuttoned Theo’s slacks with trembling fingers. Together they worked her out of them. Stella took the tiniest step back to tug the camisole over her head, then wrapped both arms around Theo, reveling in the feeling of heated skin on skin. But she enjoyed it too briefly. Theo pulled back to take her in. In the dark, her eyes glittered with wonder.

			“You’re beautiful, Stells,” Theo said softly before capturing her lips for a quick kiss. “So beautiful…” Stella had neither the intention nor the words to respond. She could only moan her approval when Theo’s open-mouthed kisses reached her breasts, tongue swiping over her sensitive nipples, both relieving the ache and starting a new one. When Theo sucked, then nipped, Stella tightened her grip on her hair and pressed their bodies closer. She needed more. More contact. More touch. The edges of her consciousness pulsed with the hazy drive to meld into Theo. Then Theo straightened, leaving wet trails all over her breasts, and, replacing her mouth with her hands, laid a kiss on Stella’s temple. The heat radiating from her body set Stella alight.

			“Lie down.” The instruction, whispered so seductively in Stella’s ear just as Theo pinched her nipple, triggered a new gush of wetness Stella’s poor panties couldn’t hold. She felt it coat her inner thighs and whimpered. She desperately needed to be touched.

			She folded back the duvet and got into bed. She reached to cover her breasts out of some fuzzy impulse toward modesty. Like Theo hadn’t just spend minutes licking every inch of them… She was being ridiculous. When she met Theo’s eyes, the desire and affection she found there dissolved all of her newfound inhibitions. Theo climbed between her legs and pulled the covers over them. The moment she felt Theo’s body flush against hers, she shivered from the pure joy of this unrestricted intimacy, thirteen years overdue.

			She couldn’t muster the self-possession needed to hide her true feelings beneath a protective layer of cynicism and irony and that left her raw. She tried to hide her face in the crook of Theo’s shoulder, but when their gazes locked—Theo’s face hovering over hers—Stella discovered she wasn’t the only one scared. Her defenses gave. Resistance was pointless. Their kiss started tender and slow, but desperation built quickly. Their mouths crashed in bruising, panting bursts of agony.

			Caught between wanting to savor each moment and needing to have Theo in every way she had ever imagined, Stella helplessly tugged at the waistband of her boxers all the while covering every inch of her shoulders in frantic open-mouthed kisses. The taste of Theo’s skin was a drug. Theo’s struggle seemed no less intense. Hand on Stella’s breast, she was grinding into Stella’s already achingly swollen satin-covered pussy with tentative restraint. She longed to watch her come on top of her. She nibbled Theo’s earlobe and murmured, “This would feel a lot better with nothing between us.”

			She was rewarded with the sexiest grunt imaginable and when Theo’s eyes shut, she knew exactly what image her mind had chosen to supply. “Help me out here.” Theo clumsily tugged down Stella’s soaked panties, impatience making the task harder. She bent her knees and joined Theo’s efforts to get her underwear out of the way. Theo’s boxers followed swiftly.

			Theo lowered herself between Stella’s thighs and the sensation of coarse hairs and hot wetness thrilled Stella more than any of the varied experiences she’d had in her entire sexual history. Their faces were millimeters apart, so close the air passed from Stella’s mouth, yawning in astonishment, to Theo’s. Theo spread her open and dragged her hard clit from Stella’s entrance to right above her own exposed nerve endings. Electric impulses shot up her body, to the roots of her hair. Nothing had ever felt so good.

			The friction alone would never get Stella off. But Theo’s moans were bringing her as close as any non-penetrative stimulation ever could. She thrust her hips up to meet her stroke for stroke. The way their overheated bodies moved against each other made her vision blur with arousal. Their sweat and wetness fused where they met. So fucking hot. But still not close enough. 

			Through sloppy kisses and labored breathing, Stella focused on Theo’s pleasure, letting her hands wander down her back and over her shoulders. She had to explore every inch of skin previously forbidden to her touch.

			Her hand shot to Theo’s head grasping sweat-dampened curls when the sensation became nearly painful. Her clit, oversensitive to begin with, ached every time Theo pushed forward. But she needed to feel her climax and so she bit back her whimpers, sensing how close Theo was. “Please come for me,” she choked out, hand cradling Theo’s face. “Please. I want to watch you come all over me.”

			Dark eyes bore into her soul. Theo sought her release for a few more minutes before collapsing on top of her with a vice-like grip on her hips. It took the wind out of Stella. The world shrunk to this singular moment, the weight of Theo’s body, the pain of Theo’s fingers digging into her skin. Theo ground her pelvis into her, flooding her and dripping down her thighs, until the last wave of her orgasm washed over her. She continued to shake, and Stella kissed everywhere she could reach—her damp temples, her cheekbones, her shoulder. Her fantasies had never done this moment justice. Theo coming was so much hotter and so much more fulfilling than she had ever imagined.

			Theo recuperated, catching her breath. Then the muscles of her arms flexed when she lifted her torso off Stella. She scanned her face as if searching for a clue she had crushed or hurt her. To put her mind at ease, Stella touched her lips to the tip of her nose, then met her eyes and said, “You can lie on top of me for as long as you need to. Like a weighted blanket.” 

			Theo smirked. “I have other plans, actually.”

			“Care to share?”

			Theo didn’t elaborate. Instead, she invaded Stella’s mouth in a deep kiss. She cupped her cheek with touching tenderness before breaking away to whisper against her lips, “I know what you need, Stells. I got you.”

			Theo turned her around without even dislocating the duvet that cocooned them in warmth. She bent Stella’s knee to the side, hinting at her intentions. Air caught in Stella’s throat, her heart beating wildly against her chest. She recalled her drunken honesty some years ago around Liddy’s kitchen table where she had shared her favorite way to pleasure herself. On her stomach, riding her fingers. Clearly, Theo had committed it to memory. How often had she thought about it? As frequently as Stella pictured her getting off in the shower, bracing herself on the cold tiled wall?

			Theo’s hand slid down Stella’s overheated abdomen, making the muscle tense beneath her touch. How soon was too soon to beg? Holding her breath, Stella opened her leg wider to the side to permit further access. When Theo’s fingers glided over soaked folds, she shuddered. It didn’t help that she could feel Theo’s rapidly rising and falling chest, flush against her back, and hear every intake of air right in her ear. Theo’s fingertips pressed at her entrance then retreated. Tease. She repeated the move until Stella’s muscles started quivering, desperate to draw her in. Fuck her dignity, she would beg if she had to. Just to finally, finally, finally have Theo inside. God, she had pictured this moment a thousand different ways. Reality was so much better.

			“I’ve always known you’d feel amazing,” Theo murmured, her breath tickling Stella’s earlobe, before, tantalizingly slowly, she pushed inside. Stella’s cry of pleasure was so raw, the sensation so intense nothing could ever possibly compare to it. Thirteen years in the making. “I was right.” 

			Just three words. Stella crumbled.

			Aching for more, Stella bore down on Theo’s fingers until she could feel even more of her. Deeper. Harder. Reaching places that made her gasp. They established a slow rhythm. Theo’s mound pressed into her butt as they rocked together and a jolt of unadulterated lust shot through Stella every time Theo’s rigid clit grazed burning skin and her juices trickled down her crevice.

			Theo covered the back of her neck in lazy kisses. She moaned at every hard thrust and the sound reverberated in Stella. Red hot pleasure was building low in her belly and Theo’s possessive embrace was just what she needed to peak. Everywhere their bodies touched, every point of contact was like wax melting into wax.

			Theo’s fingers reached deeper, stroking spots that short-circuited Stella’s brain. She bit down on the pillow to muffle a shriek. What started inside her, making muscles spasm around Theo’s fingers, swept over her entire body. She gripped the pillow reflexively. The tension in her abdomen reached new heights and specks of light danced behind her eyelids. She blindly reached for Theo and found her arm, wound around her chest, still holding her close. Theo kept coaxing more pleasure out of her. Until it was intolerable. She couldn’t breathe.

			“No, please stop,” she whimpered. “Fuck. You’ll kill me.”

			Theo chuckled wickedly, obviously pleased with herself. Her movements slowed down to a languid pace to match the slowing pulse of Stella’s walls. “Only in the French way, Stells.”

			Half-laugh, half-sob rushed out of Stella’s mouth on her next exhale. She couldn’t find the energy to roll her eyes at Theo’s pretentious little joke. “Smartass,” she breathed out before her body went completely limp on the bed. If Theo wanted kisses, she’d have to roll her over because after that orgasm Stella couldn’t possibly move. But Theo luxuriated instead in the afterglow, gently extracting her fingers and wrapping her arm around Stella’s middle.

			When Stella finally caught her breath, she turned inside Theo’s embrace. Their eyes had never met with so much clarity. Nothing stood between them. No defensiveness or projections. Instead of wondering how fragile this intimacy was, how long it would last, Stella twined around Theo and brought their mouths together for what felt more like sharing oxygen under water than kissing a lover.

			“You know,” she murmured when they parted, “I’ve spent thirteen years trying to imagine what you taste like…”

			“No wonder you failed Crisis Communication…Actually, it’s impressive you passed anything at all.” Stella swatted her shoulder at the jab and Theo’s relaxed laughter made her chest clench. “You can do whatever you want, Stells.” Theo’s eyes shining with emotion rendered Stella completely helpless.

			She was a lost cause.

			






    
            Chapter Eighteen





			Cool sunlight streamed through the window opposite Theo’s bed. It danced across Stella’s exhausted eyelids and warmed her cheeks. A slow hand traveled up her side, from hip bone to rib cage. A soft kiss landed on her shoulder. Theo was determined to wake her, it seemed.

			Unhurriedly, Stella stretched within the warm duvet cocoon they were wrapped in, eyes fluttering open. Theo, sleep-tousled and relaxed. A more beautiful view didn’t exist in the morning. Trying to prolong the lazy haze, Stella burrowed into her. In response, she got a low moan of contentment and a strong arm around her waist.

			Last night’s state of mind hadn’t changed. Thousands of micro gestures and expressions Stella was barely aware of perceiving told her Theo was just as unguarded as she was, on the brink of falling back asleep. Kisses down her neck kept her awake. Then Theo’s soft whisper, “Stay with me, Stells.” It was a tall order. She didn’t exactly know when they had unwillingly succumbed to exhaustion last night, but it couldn’t have been earlier than dawn. She needed every bit of rest Theo’s unreasonably comfortable bed could provide.

			She managed a small murmur before drifting off. Theo’s next kiss, on her temple, startled her awake. “What time is it?” Damn, her voice was gravelly. She cleared her throat, much to Theo’s amusement.

			“Half past ten.”

			“Then it’s far too early to be awake.”

			“Well, you kinda need to be awake for me to kiss you…”

			“Can’t go another hour without kisses, huh.” She pressed her whole body into Theo’s, still as starkly naked as when they first got between the covers. The sensation of Theo’s bare skin was still a revelation.

			“I’ve gone thirteen years.”

			“Now that’s simply not true.” Stella’s lips ghosted over Theo’s soft mouth. She would never tire of it. From there Theo took over and their kiss seemed to last both forever and merely an instant. 

			“We’d never kissed like that,” Theo said, her breath still caressing Stella’s face.

			“No, not naked we hadn’t.” Her eyes closed on their own accord when Theo rolled on top. She could feel every exquisite inch of her skin. This would never get old. Her body responded by a trigger. With anyone else it would take more than simply lying intertwined to get her wet. But everything with Theo was acutely different.

			“Why didn’t we?” The question came out soft and impartial before Theo gently nipped her throat, then licked a trail down to the hollow between her collarbones.

			“You know why.” Stella laced her fingers into unruly curls to keep her close. Theo jerked her head up, clear hazel eyes meeting Stella’s with nothing but adoration and curiosity.

			“Why?”

			Was Theo seriously asking her this? Speechless, she blinked the remnants of sleep away, not without difficulty. Theo seemed so exposed, so sincere. In a split second, Stella realized she was not blaming or asking her to rehash the old story. Rather, Theo was wondering out loud Why did we waste so much time not being together? Trying to make sense of it.

			“I always felt so judged by you.” Stella’s voice was barely above a whisper. Despite the new vulnerability between them, this was still hard to admit. Theo, who up until that point had been bracing herself on her forearms, collapsed on her side beside her. She regarded her with a mixture of tenderness and guilt, but she remained silent, giving her the chance to go on. Stella swallowed. “I felt like I was never good enough for you. Smart enough. Engaged enough. Aware enough.” She lowered her eyes, face twisting in a grimace. “Queer enough.”

			“Stells…”

			“All of those little jabs at my job and my friends at work, and my clothes…”

			“I’m sorry for each and every one of them.” Theo grabbed her chin and tilted her face so Stella couldn’t avoid meeting her eyes. The apology was heartfelt if offered with reservation. Theo felt ashamed and shame immediately triggered her defenses. Stella knew the feeling.

			“You don’t have to say that.” She cringed at how small her voice was. “You think I’m just a frivolous, shallow ditz. Worse, since I’m supposed to lead the revolution or something. Instead of, you know, writing about mascara and wearing denim on denim.” Theo chuckled at her revolution joke, but her face steeled immediately after.

			“For the record, I don’t think you’re frivolous and shallow,” Theo said after what seemed like serious deliberation. No, just privileged, Stella’s mind offered. The word was burned into her. She sat up and hugged her knees to her chest. Theo mirrored her, the duvet falling down her bare breasts. “I’m so sorry I made you feel like I did. You have to know, though, I felt terribly insecure.”

			“You?” The disbelief rang shrill in Stella’s voice.

			“Come on, Stells, I was never the type you went for,” Theo said softly. Her gaze now held none of the derision Stella saw there whenever they would skirt around real feelings. “You were always with your friends from work, getting brunch and talking about their investment banking boyfriends. You wanted to date someone exactly like that, just a woman. Someone like Andy.”

			Stella shook her head as if to deny it. Not to Theo necessarily but to herself. Yet this morning, so crisp and quietly intimate, made denial pointless—they were way past hiding. She had been shallow and frivolous. Getting swept up by the promise of a white knight in a tailored suit who whisked her away to a posh London townhouse. Theo had no reason to see her any other way. And yet she had to know that…

			“Andy was an escape.”

			“Doesn’t matter.” Theo shrugged. “I felt inadequate. You never hid how you felt about the way I live my life.”

			The implication was not particularly subtle. The revolving door of Theo’s bedroom had always caused Stella anguish and she had turned her pain into bitter jabs passed as jokes. Just like Theo had. Stella’s eyes watered. The phone on the nightstand rang. It took her a moment to realize it wasn’t hers, hers got discarded somewhere in the living room last night. Theo didn’t move to pick it up, staring into her with plain regret. And so the phone kept on ringing while Stella’s tears overflowed.

			“I was jealous,” she confessed. “I know you’re bigger than that but I’m not.”

			“I’m not bigger than that,” Theo said, voice dripping with self-deprecation. “Just a hypocrite. Man, I really made you feel like shit with my holier-than-thou attitude, didn’t I?” She dropped her head in her hands. “Every time you’d go out with someone new it would drive me insane. The night you went on your first date with Andy I barely slept a wink, I was a wreck. And I wasn’t merely jealous, Stells, I felt possessive over you. And desperate.”

			Theo’s phone rang again, just as persistently. They both ignored it the same.

			“You managed to convince me otherwise.”

			Theo laughed dryly. For the first time in their entire friendship Stella could see her prickliness and condescension for what they truly were: fear, doubt, insecurity, a sense of rejection. The same rejection that had tormented Stella from the start and turned her into a person she didn’t like. Nice way they had picked to cover it up…

			Stella reached out, and this time her offer of tenderness was accepted. Their foreheads pressed together, they touched each other’s faces with worshipful fingertips. Theo kissed her—a light kiss that never deepened—then pulled back to take her in. She looked at her as if through the merciful haze of selective amnesia. Like none of Stella’s punches had ever landed. Better, like they had never been thrown.

			“You are so incredible, Stells. I’m so sorry I made you feel like you’re not. You’re kinder than you know and more resilient than anyone I’ve met.”

			“Just headstrong,” Stella objected quietly.

			“You are incredible,” Theo insisted, her gaze growing intense.

			Her words unleashed a flood of emotion. The naked acknowledgment in her eyes made tears stream down Stella’s cheeks unrestricted. For thirteen years, she had only ever allowed herself to make up scenarios like this in her wildest daydreams. Now that it was happening in real life, now that Theo was doing and saying and being everything she had dared to hope for, cold terror spread like lead in her veins.

			“I’ll never tire of hearing this,” she said, a sob almost breaking the words. “But you’ll get so tired of saying it.” She registered Theo’s phone ringing again, but the hurt and disappointment that flashed in Theo’s eyes held her attention. 

			“Why are you saying this?”

			“Because you will.” If you repeat it enough times. “It’s what always happens…eventually.” It’s what had happened with Andy. And what would’ve probably happened with Cole had their relationship lasted long enough.

			“It’s not what happened with Coop and Liddy.”

			Stella shook her head. “Coop and Liddy are an exception. How many couples do you know that have sex every day?”

			“And so what?” Theo was all incredulity. “The couples who don’t are miserable?”

			“That’s not what I said,” Stella uttered through tears.

			“Then what are you saying, Stells?”

			“That it’s not how it goes. That Liddy and Coop are an exception.” Her sobbing seemed to gentle Theo and keep them both from the edge of another conflict. Still, Stella could see the sparks of vexation in her eyes.

			“We can be an exception, Stells,” Theo said. It broke Stella’s heart to see her so distraught over what, surely, came across as mere stubbornness on Stella’s part. But what hurt more than the look on her face was the thought of her inevitable indifference once passion ran dry. For once, Stella stood to really lose something. With Andy it had been merely painful. Theo becoming disillusioned with her would destroy her.

			“I can’t stand to have you ever look at me like I’m ordinary…” Stella said under her breath. “And one day you will.”

			The phone rang again and kept on ringing, but neither of them bothered with it. Theo was immediately upon her, pushing her into the mattress with her whole body weight and kissing her face in a fit of desperation. “I will never look at you like you’re ordinary—”

			“You will!”

			“No, I won’t. I’m not Andy. I’ve loved you for thirteen years. Fuck’s sake, Stella! How long d’you think the honeymoon phase lasts?”

			The grating sound of Theo’s phone finally got to them. Without getting off of Stella, she reached back and snatched the device from the nightstand. Stella watched her hastily glancing at the screen, then swiping her thumb over it before putting the phone to her face. “Liddy, I swear, this better be a fucking emergency.”

			Liddy’s voice was audible enough on the other end to be recognizable but too muted for Stella to make out the words being spoken. All she had to rely on was Theo’s face and it didn’t give away much. Theo glanced at her phone again before bringing it back to her ear, then, a tad bit calmer than she had been just a few seconds ago, said, “Yes. Yes, she’s with me. We’ll be right there.” Then hung up.

			Stella cupped her damp face with both hands, dabbing at the moisture. “What is it?”

			“Zara’s in labor.”

			






    
            Chapter Nineteen





			Priorities rearranged in Stella’s mind the moment she put last night’s panties back on. Theo had already called them an Uber, and her inscrutable face retained no traces of the openness and honesty Stella had basked in so briefly. She knew this tension that settled between them by heart. The quiet dread that engulfed them while they shared the back seat, each of them looking out her own little window. But with Zara in labor three weeks before her due date, the anxiety in the pit of her stomach now had an entirely different origin.

			In the car, Stella pictured running through long sterile corridors like they were in an episode of ER. When they got to the hospital, bright and even inviting, a lovely woman at the nurses’ station calmly gave them directions. They walked in silence down spacious sunlit halls, then took the elevator without exchanging a word, and finally made it to Zara’s room on the fourth floor having only fleetingly acknowledged their shared mission.

			When Theo swung the door open, the oppressive atmosphere of the moderately-sized beige room took Stella aback. She hadn’t expected cheering and celebrations, rather chaos, cursing, and the hectic energy of birth she’d so far only seen on TV. Nothing had prepared her for the somber silence that loomed over her friends.

			Liddy’s eyes lingered on Stella’s beaded dress from last night. Stella quickly looked away. The focal point that held everyone’s attention was Zara. Zara in a hospital gown, clenching Sophie’s hand, and a figure in a white coat crouched between her stirrup-raised legs.

			“Close the door behind you, will you?” A stern feminine face in heavy-rimmed glasses turned to them, then back to whatever task she was performing underneath Zara’s blue covering. Without saying a word, Stella nudged Theo inside before snapping the door shut behind them. “Now if it were up to me, the only other person in the room with us today would be your wife. But your generation has done to privacy what video did to the radio star.” The doctor’s voice came out somewhat distant and muted but no less dour.

			Stella stood awkwardly by the door. A greeting felt out of place, but saying nothing seemed equally as amiss.

			“They’re my birthing partners,” Zara grunted, sparing Stella the taxing effort of coming up with an appropriate verbal response to the unfamiliar situation. “Done checking my cervix?”

			“Yes. Almost two inches. If you don’t progress by noon, I’ll induce you.” Whatever that meant, Zara was visibly upset to hear it. Sophie’s fixed smile faltered as well. The doctor slid the stool back on its wheels, stood up, tossed her gloves into the nearby bin, collected her charts from the bedside table, and walked past Stella and Theo on her way out with a departing piece of advice. “Walking might help, but it’s not scientifically proven.” And then the door clicked closed.

			“Sweet mother of Jesus,” Harry uttered, releasing a sharp exhale. “She really just waltzed in and put her hand right up your private lady area.”

			“How did you think they checked dilation, sweetie?” Sophie glanced at Harry while she was helping Zara take her legs out of the stirrups to sit up in bed.

			“I had never had reason to contemplate that,” Harry said.

			“I don’t want Pitocin,” Zara said, turning to Sophie. Her declaration intensified the sense of foreboding that hung heavy over all of them as if Zara’s fear had permeated the very air particles of the stuffy hospital room. For the first time since Liddy’s call, Stella’s unfocused anxiety crystalized in the realization that something might go wrong, that something might be wrong with the baby or with Zara.

			“It won’t be needed, baby,” Sophie cooed at her. “You’ll get dilated. It’s just half an inch. Get up and let’s walk around, okay?”

			“You heard her, it’s not scientifically proven to help.” Zara groaned as she finally got her legs to dangle from the edge of the bed.

			“Oh, who the fuck cares anyway?” Stella’s head whipped in Theo’s direction. Yes, it was definitely her voice, but the words rang unfamiliar. And as Theo continued to speak, Stella’s amazement only grew. “Whatever might help is worth trying. Sophie, put a crystal on her or something.”

			“I…I didn’t get my crystals,” Sophie mumbled, eyebrows bunching as if she just now realized she’d forgotten to put them in the hospital bag. Stella entertained the thought of Zara and Sophie compiling a checklist together: pj’s, pads, baby onesies, crystals, a smudge stick… She had to place her hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle. Honestly? At the most inopportune times.

			“I can go and grab some,” Liddy volunteered eagerly, visibly happy to have a role to play. Any role other than a statue.

			“Yeah, we might even be able to sneak some food in,” Coop said.

			“No, guys. I can’t eat in case they have to put me in for surgery. Besides, I need you here more than ever.” Zara landed heavy on her feet, bracing herself on Sophie’s arm. For such a slender woman, Sophie was surprisingly strong. For a few moments until Zara steadied herself, she supported nearly her entire heavily pregnant body. Yoga, Sophie would say.

			Zara had barely made a step away from the bed when her face contorted in pain. Stella watched her, helpless, as she hissed and cursed. Sophie simply held her up and stroked her back soothingly. Coop jumped to her aid and propped Zara up from the other side.

			“Ohh, that’s good!” Liddy clapped her hands together in front of her chest, ridiculously delighted to see a good friend suffering through the pains of childbirth. “Your contractions are back. See? Walking helped.”

			Stella placed a loving hand on Liddy’s shoulder. Sure, the miniscule step out of bed that Zara had just taken had done wonders for her slowly progressing cervix. But just like Theo, it seemed, Liddy had abandoned all skepticism in the face of adversity.

			“Do you want an ice chip, darling?” David said, reaching for the cup on the bedside table.

			“No,” Zara answered through gritted teeth. “Just drugs.”

			“Do you want me to get the nurse, Zara?” Coop indicated the door with a tilt of her head.

			“Not the drugs I meant.”

			In a few more breaths—Sophie counted them out loud—Zara’s contraction was over and she raised exhausted eyes to look at them. There was a flicker of insanity and resolve there, the kind women got when they were pushed to the limit. Stella was struck by a memory of her ten years younger, bleached hair and smokey eye makeup, showing up for an exam they shared after a night of partying. A pang of affection hit Stella. What a one-eighty. The woman Zara had grown into was a force of nature. She wouldn’t let anything get in the way of her delivering that baby.

			“Distract me,” Zara said. “I can’t afford to think of everything that could go wrong right now. I just can’t. If I do, my cervix will zip right back up and I’ll keep this baby inside me forever. You have to distract me somehow.”

			“You got it,” Harry immediately answered the call. “I found this reel of a baby panda eating a carrot—”

			“No, talk to me about something. Anything. Just…as long as it’s engaging.”

			“Do I have to do everything around here?” Liddy jumped in. She stepped forward into the center of the room with the poise of a socialite prepared to deliver a riveting anecdote to her dinner party. “Coop was born in the Twilight Zone.”

			“Babe, we agreed this never gets out.” The alert that flashed across Coop’s face got everyone’s attention. More importantly, it provoked Zara’s interest.

			“Desperate times, my love,” Liddy said and met Coop’s gaze, her big brown eyes holding a silent apology, before she surveyed her audience. “Before she and her father moved to Portland, Coop lived in Tracy, California.” Harry gasped. His hand flew to his mouth. A crease of confusion formed between Zara’s eyebrows. Sophie’s noncommittal shrug said I gue-ess… David made a hesitant grimace as if wondering whether he should spoil Liddy’s big revelation with a question.

			“I don’t get it,” Theo mumbled.

			“Tracy, California,” Liddy repeated with a meaningful look. It didn’t get any more clear the second time around. “Where all of these weird things are always happening? They left an industrial fire to burn for two years. And apparently, a never-aging dentist puts weird retainers in children’s mouths that you can’t find anywhere else. People would just vanish outside the town. And once, a possessed Sunday school teacher kidnapped and killed a little girl. She had no idea why she’d done it.”

			“Damn, sounds like the X-Files,” Theo said under her breath.

			“No, guys, that’s not it,” Stella said. After carefully listening to Liddy’s retelling, she knew exactly what was going on. “Coop grew up in Sunnydale.”

			“No, sweetie,” Liddy said, “Tracy, California.”

			Stella rolled her eyes. “Coop, I think you might be the Chosen One. In every generation—”

			“Oh, yeah.” Zara beamed. “It does sound like the Hell Mouth. Mysterious disappearances, demonic possessions explained away with the banality of evil…”

			“Coop the Vampire Slayer,” Stella pronounced.

			“I’d watch the heck out of that show,” Harry said.

			“It wasn’t like that,” Coop protested. “People were just really weird and yeah, there was a lot of crime—”

			“Strange, supernatural crime,” Liddy said.

			For a few glorious minutes, it seemed everyone had forgotten why they were here, even Zara. The stakes were low: just extracting a laugh or an expression of awed surprise. There was no looming danger, no real risk, no threat of loss. When Zara gasped in pain, that illusion shattered. Her body bent over the bed, her hands finding the railing to hold onto something. Sophie and Coop rushed to her side. Sophie tucked locks of messy hair behind her ear and leaned forward to whisper encouragements. Coop stood close by, ready to catch her if she staggered.

			Zara wasn’t very vocal with her pain, just grunting and quietly cursing, but the grimace on her face spoke volumes. One of her hands flew to her belly more out of instinct than for any practical purpose. As it was, nothing other than drugs could help with the pain. But Zara didn’t want drugs. She had explained in detail why, but Stella understood very little. Now she wished she had a more extensive knowledge. If only she knew more, like whether Zara’s suffering seemed normal for that stage of labor or out of the ordinary, the nausea that had gripped her tummy would release its hold.

			With no other option but to stand there and watch as events unfolded to their, it felt like, predetermined conclusion, Stella searched Theo’s eyes. This had to feel too familiar for her—watching someone she loved in distress with no real relief to offer other than her ultimately inconsequential presence. They stood side by side by the foot of the bed. Stella reached out for Theo and their fingers tentatively entwined. When Theo held her gaze, she seemed about a decade younger, no more prepared for the tough realities of life than she had been at twenty, and yet a few strings of silver around her temples gave the illusion she had turned into the all-capable adult Stella once suspected her parents of being. Tenderness filled her heart. Stella’s fears, as real as they were, dwarfed in comparison to the love she had for this woman and the desire to anchor her and hold her through moments like this when nothing was certain and the outcome was out of their hands.
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        * * *

      

			Sophie coached Zara through another scream-inducing push. All of them had gathered by her sides: Sophie at her head, offering her hand to be clasped in what seemed like a painful grip she endured with no second thought. Theo and Stella beside her, cheering Zara on and engaged in an open embrace that nobody questioned. Liddy and Coop stood on the other side of the bed, carefully out of the way of Dr. Logan’s admonishments, and David and Harry were huddled beside them.

			Just before any actual emergency occurred, necessitating the induction Dr. Logan had threatened, Zara’s previously uncooperative cervix had finally dilated enough. Liddy had pronounced it a good omen. Theo had praised walking.

			“Okay, one more, one more,” David said as soon as Zara, exhausted, red and sweaty, slumped back into the reclining bed.

			“Zara is far from the finish line,” Dr. Logan said from beneath Zara’s blue dotted covering.

			“No, I mean one more story,” David clarified.

			“Oh, for Heaven’s sake!” Dr. Logan had made it a point to show her disapproval of the gang’s preferred method of distracting Zara from what both appeared and sounded like excruciating pain. It was as though their presence in the room, in her mind, was enough of a desecration of the serious process of giving birth without them swapping stories of their wild youths in the meantime. And though they all felt properly chastised, the desire to support Zara in any small way they could ultimately prevailed.

			“Uhhh…” Theo tried to think on her feet. She glanced at Stella as if searching for inspiration and inspiration struck. Stella didn’t like the devilish look in her eyes. “Oh, I know! This one is called Stella’s New Boss.”

			“Please don’t,” Stella begged.

			“Sorry, Stells, you gotta take one for the team. Coop already did.”

			“Coop’s story wasn’t embarrassing.”

			“It was deeply embarrassing that Coop tried to convince us all she didn’t grow up on the Hell Mouth,” Harry said.

			Right on cue, Zara’s next contraction drew a screaming groan out of her that pierced the room. “I,” she grunted, “want to…hear it-t.”

			Stella gave up with a hand over her eyes. “Fine. Go ahead.”

			“It was Halloween, 2017, and the fashion-forward gals at En Style had decided to dress up,” Theo started, her voice dripping with glee.

			“Oh, no, Stella was dressed like Taylor Swift from her ‘Look What You Made Me Do’ video that year,” Liddy said with growing horror in her eyes. “She had a pretty bad Reputation era herself…”

			Stella grimaced. She really had been a dork in her twenties. But then again, she still was a dork now.

			“Yes,” Theo continued, “but it’s not what Stells was wearing that day—”

			Zara’s groans increased in volume once more before, cursing and panting from the exertion, she collapsed into bed. “Fuck. So what was it?” Her voice was level but hoarse.

			“At around ten that morning, a boldly dressed young woman strode into the office. High-waisted purple pants, a purple blazer held together by a single button and a flash of a green bra underneath. But what was striking really was her face.” Theo delighted in drawing out the story. Stella’s mortification, thankfully, had had enough time to turn into a moderately cringey memory her brain offered every once in a while in a montage together with other embarrassing moments of her life. “Since it was the thing to do, upon greeting her, Stella made sure to compliment her choice of costume. After all, she hadn’t seen that many female Jokers…”

			“Oh no.” Liddy made a sympathetic grimace.

			“Good one, Stella.” Coop chuckled softly.

			“In my defense, her lipstick reached at least half an inch outside the contours of her mouth!” It really had been a genuine mistake. One that’d made for a very awkward introduction. “And her smokey eye seemed…well, you know.”

			“So that was your new boss?” Sophie chimed in.

			Stella nodded. “She felt so embarrassed. And I felt horrible. Later, she went into the bathroom to remove her makeup.”

			“Aww…”

			“How could I have known? Everyone was supposed to be in costume that day.”

			“I’m with Stella,” David said. “If you don’t want to be mistaken for the Joker, honey, don’t dress like the Joker.”

			Barely recovered from the last one, Zara crunched forward, propelled by a new contraction. Stella sensed it was maybe a few more minutes before the baby would be out. Despite the lighthearted attempts at conversation, the tension in the room was reaching its height. She felt Theo’s arm wrap tighter around her, squeezing her closer as if in sympathy with Zara’s tensing muscles, and found herself comforted by the support of her solid body.

			Everything would be okay. Thousands of babies were born prematurely, maybe millions even, and they went on to live long healthy lives. With the modern advancements of medicine, three weeks meant nothing—they were saving even tiny underdeveloped babies now. Baby Wilder-Rey would be just fine.

			“Keep talking,” Zara shouted at the peak of her pain.

			“Okay, my turn,” David said. “This one is called The Deal-Breaker Sperm, starring moi.”

			Coop’s long-suffering groan rivaled Zara’s. “Ma-a-an, know your audience!”

			“The head is almost out, Zara, I need you to push really hard now,” Dr. Logan said, raising her voice over David and Coop’s exchange, her head hidden from view.

			Everyone hushed. Stella’s eyes found Liddy’s across the hospital bed and they shared a look of cautious optimism. Stella had very little medical knowledge, but she’d seen enough movies to know that once the head was out, it was a few more minutes to deliver the rest. Very, very soon now they would know. Her heart skipped a beat. When she met Zara thirteen years ago, at the university library of all places, she never imagined, not for a moment, that one day she would stand by her side as she pushed her first child out.

			“You’re doing amazing, baby,” Sophie encouraged her as Zara pushed one more time before taking a break. “That’s it, you can rest now. You’re doing great.”

			“Head is out,” Dr. Logan announced. “Good job. Final few.”

			“Is his head all right?” Zara asked with clear panic in her voice.

			“His head is fine, don’t think about that now. Put less force into that next push, okay?”

			“Why?” If skepticism was personified, it would be Zara. She seemed to infer a hidden motive behind the benign instruction with the inherent suspicion of mothers who didn’t want their feelings spared.

			“Because I don’t want to have to stitch you afterwards. Would be a shame to tear now.” Dr. Logan’s matter-of-fact remark elicited a grimace of aversion from Stella. No way was she ever doing that. When her gaze found Liddy, Liddy seemed just as frightened. Her eyes doubled in size when it dawned on her that these were the realities of childbirth awaiting her as well. 

			Zara was unfazed. If anything, Dr. Logan’s explanation seemed to put her mind at ease.

			“Want another story, Zara?” Coop asked. At some point during the strenuous effort of getting the baby’s head out, Zara had seized her hand as well. To answer Coop’s question she simply nodded weakly. “Okay, time to reveal Sophie’s dirty secrets.”

			“There’s nothing Zara doesn’t know about me,” Sophie said with an even tone. Zara hummed and nodded again.

			“Oh, I bet that’s not true,” Coop said. “That excruciating spoken word poem?”

			“Zara’s heard it twice.”

			“What about the dog you chased because its owner was your last life’s cousin who had the exact same one?” Liddy asked.

			“This is embarrassing, guys, give up. I texted Zara the moment I saw them.”

			“That you accidentally brought weed brownies to Stacy’s baby shower?” Coop tried again. Stacy and Hannah were friends from college whose wedding Stella had missed while making it work with Andy in London. Liddy’s briefing—delivered months ago—had included a hilarious story about her and Coop trying to pry a weed-spiced brownie from Stacy’s grandma. Zara had just introduced Sophie to her wider circle.

			“I came clean that same evening.” Sophie was unwavering. Her face changed the moment Zara’s contorted in pain. A new contraction signaled it was time for her to get back in the game. “Easy, baby, you heard Dr. Logan.”

			Stella had been right in her predictions—in only a couple more minutes the baby was out. Everyone held their breath. Dr. Logan was saying nothing and her silence seemed to make the entire room eerily quiet like someone had vacuumed the sound out of it.

			“Why isn’t he crying?” Zara’s panic was rising. Instead of relief washing over, horror had taken the place of the physical agony she’d been absorbed in just a few moments ago. “Sophie, why isn’t he crying?”

			Dr. Logan had taken the baby to a side table away from Zara’s bed and Sophie had immediately followed them there, just as anxious. From where she was standing, Stella couldn’t see either of their faces and neither could Zara. She felt Theo squeezing her closer, tension radiating from her body. Earlier, Dr. Logan had said the baby’s heartbeat was strong. It was her words repeating in Stella’s mind like a mantra now that kept her from dissolving into panic, The heartbeat’s steady.

			And then he cried. A loud disgruntled cry that made everyone in the room audibly exhale with relief.

			“He’s fine,” Dr. Logan said. The baby continued his impassioned speech. Warm and cozy one moment, out in the real world the next. No wonder people started their lives screaming. “You can hold him for fifteen minutes, I’ll be back to take him for his shots.”

			“Are you going to keep him in the hospital?” Sophie asked. They were wondering the same thing: was everything okay with the baby?

			“He seems to be in good enough shape, but we’ll need to examine him before I can tell you how long we’ll keep him,” said Dr. Logan on her way out of the room. “Try some skin-on-skin now. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”

			Stella easily decoded her answer and by the look on her face, so had Zara. It wasn’t a matter of “if,” it was “how long.”

			White bundle in her arms, Sophie approached the bed and Stella and Theo immediately got out of the way. She unwrapped the wriggling, crying baby and placed it on Zara’s bare chest. It was then that Stella finally got a glimpse of a pink wrinkled face and a bald round head. Zara’s son looked exactly like her when she was disappointed. Stella couldn’t help a chuckle. By the amused look on her face, Theo was thinking the same: baby Wilder-Rey’s standards for entry into the world hadn’t been met.

			“He’s perfect,” Zara said, eyes glued to her newborn, fingers gently tracing the lines of his delicate face—from the button nose to the pouty lips. When she finally raised her loving gaze to Sophie, unshed tears sparkled in her green eyes.

			“Yes, he is,” Sophie confirmed, stroking her hair.

			“What are you guys gonna call him?” Harry asked, craning his neck from behind David to take a peek at the baby.

			“Noah.”

			






    
            Chapter Twenty





			Welcome home, Noah, hung in the arch separating Sophie and Zara’s narrow hallway from their living room slash dining area slash kitchen. An almost identical banner was pinned above the crib in the nursery—Stella and Theo’s job. They had finally set it in place after pausing to make out every couple of minutes and dropping it a couple of times.

			There was no stopping them now that years of barely suppressed passion had been unleashed. When Theo was not studying for the bar, they were consummating their yet-to-be-defined but certainly no longer even a little bit platonic relationship. In the past week, Stella had slept for a bit over thirty hours in total. At her age, that was quite a feat, and it would cost her.

			All of the wild sex meant they weren’t really talking, which Stella started to suspect was the key to their happiness as a couple. Or whatever they were. They hadn’t fought once since they’d left Zara’s hospital room precisely seven days ago—not a single argument. Just multiple, mind-blowing, revelatory orgasms on every surface in Theo’s apartment and hers. The only real downside was being perpetually sore. And not getting enough sleep. And the look Liddy was giving them as they tried to tape a bouquet of colorful balloons to the side of the arch.

			“So are we supposed to quietly endure this now?” She stopped just on the other side, a huge tray of cupcakes balanced on her hip. “At least before you were a bit more discreet.”

			“Still getting fucked every day, Liddy?” Theo quipped before Stella had the chance to say anything in their defense, and dropped her hand from Stella’s butt. “Hey, Coop, looks like you missed a day.”

			“You are hilarious, Theo,” Liddy said. “You need to talk. If you’re going to keep acting all coupley, you need to have the talk. Back me up here.” She directed her gaze at Coop who was just setting the last of the decorations on the dining table.

			“I’m staying out of this.” Coop raised both hands, palms defensively open.

			“Very convenient. You were full of opinions last night.” At Theo’s overly amused expression, Liddy continued. “Yes, we sit in bed and talk about our friends’ drama like all married couples do.”

			“Should I be worried about you two?”

			The look Liddy gave her in response went beyond affectionate exasperation. Liddy wouldn’t budge on it: having “the talk” was apparently of utmost importance. But Stella and Theo did so outstandingly poorly every time they attempted to have a serious conversation, Stella didn’t even want to broach the subject.

			“I’m worried about you two,” Liddy said. “We all are.”

			“Nope, keep me out of this,” Harry’s singsong voice carried over from the nursery.

			“To be honest, I’m not worried about them at all,” David said, squeezing his way between their bodies with a tray of baby-shaped sugar cookies that Zara would frown at. “I was worried when they weren’t fucking. That can pull people apart and have serious political consequences.”

			“Political consequences?” Stella raised her eyebrows.

			“Yes, honey. Ann Boleyn couldn’t get any before marriage and look what happened to the Holy Roman Empire. We were this close to collectively becoming Pope Clement the Seventh.” David waved about to indicate himself, Liddy and Coop before setting the tray on the table on one side of the elaborate candles-and-flowers display.

			“It’s actually the opposite,” Liddy said, placing her tray on the other side only to put both hands at her waist in a position reminiscent of a scolding parent. “This”—she gestured between Stella and Theo—“whatever it is you’re doing, is bound to get messy. Sex complicates things, you need to…untangle what’s going on between you.”

			“I’m confused.” Stella held Liddy’s gaze with genuine uncertainty. “What happened to ‘give it a chance’?”

			“Talking is giving it a chance.” Liddy wouldn’t give an inch. “You need to talk. If you don’t talk, resentment will build between you and before you know it, our friend group will fall apart.”

			“Wait, you think there’s been no resentment between us so far?” Theo finally managed to tape the balloons securely, after a couple of wasted tape pieces, and stood up by her masterpiece.

			“This isn’t a joke, Theo.”

			Commotion from behind the door interrupted them. Noah’s pitiful cries echoed in the building hallway signaling the happy family’s arrival. Just a couple of seconds later, Sophie unlocked the door, a bassinet balanced on her forearm, and stepped aside to let Zara in. Both of them wore huge grins, completely unaffected by Noah’s fussiness.

			“Shush, sweetie, second impressions also count,” Zara cooed at her son while kicking her shoes off and dropping a duffel bag, covered in little duckies, by the door. Sophie used the opportunity to set the bassinet down and lock the door behind them before starting the strenuous process of shedding her own puffy coat and winter shoes.

			“He’s been crying nonstop since we went to pick him up,” she explained. “And the nurses tell us he’s been very vocal about his feelings before that. Too bad we didn’t bet money.”

			“It’s just a transitional period.” Harry jumped at the chance to defend his earlier wager. “He’s just adjusting to being on Earth. I’m telling you, he’ll sleep like an angel at night and nap during the day.”

			Stella bent to peer at the wriggling little human. His face was all red and he was definitely dissatisfied with the service. Knowing Zara and Sophie, they had tried everything—he probably wasn’t hungry, or thirsty, or cold, or lonely, or bored. “Can I pick him up?”

			“Yes, but careful, you need to support his head and don’t hold him too tightly.” Zara had never been the overly-cautious type, handling all of her possessions with all the care of a toddler, but a recognizable look of panic crossed her face at Stella’s suggestion.

			“I’ll hold him like a glass figurine, I promise.” She placed a hand beneath his head and, supporting it, secured him in her arms like in a sling. Mesmerized by the tiny little face—honestly, his nose was just a teeny lil’ button—Stella followed the rest of the group into the living room where the new mommas grabbed cupcakes and collapsed on the couch.

			She only registered Theo’s presence behind her when Theo reached to boop Noah’s nose. She craned her neck to meet her eyes—they were sparkling with affection.

			“You look good with a baby in your arms,” Theo said.

			“I look good at all times.”

			“Also true.” They stood like that for a few moments of silence, looking at Noah who was now gurgling rather than wailing, before Theo asked, “Do you ever want to have one of your own?”

			Stella’s eyes darted to her face. Was that an offer or an inquiry? Theo seemed cautious, like she was holding her breath. Or bracing herself for an unpleasant surprise. In all of their years of friendship, they had never—even theoretically—discussed the possibility of parenthood for either one of them.

			“No,” Stella said. It was the truth. Her clock must be broken because she never heard the ticking. “I’d rather be the cool aunt. I don’t…I don’t see myself as a mother.”

			“Not ever?”

			“Not ever.” Stella swallowed hard. “You?”

			“Nope, not for me. Never wanted to. I guess I’m just not the type.” Theo shrugged. Stella exhaled loud enough for her to hear. “We did some talking today, huh?”

			“Yeah. I’ll tell Liddy to back off.”

			“Don’t you think it’s weird?”

			Stella turned with her whole body to face her. “What is?”

			“I mean you’re holding something that was once inside Zara…Freaky.” With a nod of her head, Theo indicated the baby. Fascination and awe were written all over her face. Stella giggled as a particularly fun memory popped in her mind.

			“Yeah, that’s right—you were doing a summer internship in Seattle when Zara moved out of the dorm. I, on the other hand, had to pack her impressive collection of sex toys. She has this lilac dildo shaped like a—”

			“Okay, okay, you painted a picture.” Theo raised a hand to stop her. “We do know too much about our friends.”
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        * * *

      

			Noah had at last fallen asleep in his crib after being held, bounced, and cuddled by every one of his aunts and uncles at length. The baby had an inexhaustible stamina and his tolerance for receiving attention rivaled Liddy’s. His cries were still resounding in Stella’s head even as she gazed down into the crib at his angelic face, only made serene by sleep.

			Damn. It had been an intense couple of hours. She needed some air. She bumped her hip into Theo, part jest, part bid for her attention. When Theo gave her a knowing smirk, Stella leaned close to whisper, “Wanna share a cigarette on the balcony?”

			“Lead the way.” This time Theo didn’t even pretend to be corrupted.

			They had just about sneaked out of the nursery when Liddy followed.

			“Liddy, I can promise not to tell Coop, but I think she’ll know anyway,” Stella said under her breath. “Besides, I don’t have gum.”

			“It’s okay. Coop will have to live with what I’m about to do.”

			“If we get busted, I’m telling Coop you said that.” Theo opened the door to the balcony, right behind the living room couch. She held it open for Stella and Liddy, but Liddy just gestured for her to go ahead. So she did.

			“You two need to talk about your feelings,” Liddy insisted, voice between a hiss and a whisper, right before she shut the door after them, effectively locking them outside, in the freezing freakin’ cold. In a final gesture of petulance, she drew the curtains closed.

			“Liddy, seriously!” Stella stopped her fist midair. She couldn’t knock on the glass and risk waking Noah after Sophie had finally got him to calm down and fall asleep. It was just as well for Liddy—if there wasn’t a sleeping baby in the apartment, oh, the things Stella would shout at her. Instead, she uselessly hissed in the direction of the locked door where Liddy had stood just a moment ago. “Grow the fuck up!”

			Theo shoved her hands in the pockets of her jeans. “And I thought Noah throwing a tantrum was bad.”

			Stella sagged against the cold railing. She pulled the single cigarette she carried with her—she had quit after all—out of her pocket, together with the lighter. No reason not to smoke until the rescue mission showed up.

			“Do you notice a certain pattern here?” Stella lit it up, took a long drag, and passed it to Theo.

			“Of incessant meddling into each other’s personal lives?” Theo winked at her before releasing a big cloud of smoke into the air between them. “Oh, yeah. But weren’t we always like that?”

			“It was fine in college…”

			“Was it? I remember being just as annoyed.”

			They passed the cigarette a few more times in silence before extinguishing it into the railing. The warmth of Theo’s body—shoulder to shoulder—did little to prevent the January cold from seeping into Stella’s sweater. She felt the chilly winter air in her bones. It wasn’t long before she started shivering.

			“Come here.” Theo pulled her into a hug that felt different from any other form of closeness they had recently exchanged. Nonsexual. Simply…gentle. With no promise of more. It wasn’t friendly, not like the hugs Liddy gave her, it was just soft. Warm. Loving.

			Theo’s arms were wrapped around her, covering a solid third of her torso. Stella nuzzled the hollow at the base of Theo’s throat, then left a tiny kiss in the wake of her touch. Words she had been suppressing for the past week bubbled up inside her. Words she had to bite her lip not to say every time Theo made her come and then in the morning, when her tousled hair fell in her eyes and she pulled Stella closer for cuddles. In a way, it felt like they were past a declaration like this. But what a relief it would be to finally say it out loud…

			“I love you.” Stella looked up into her eyes. Theo gazed back with the same naked honesty that had settled between them that first morning. “I’m in love with you,” Stella clarified. Now that she had admitted it, she felt confessions pouring. “I’ve been in love with you since pretty much the day I met you…Hawaiian shirt, and all. I was never not in love with you.” She should be ashamed, but she had been in love with Theo through every single relationship she had attempted. Even in London, even in Andy’s arms, even wearing an engagement ring.

			“Stells…” Tears had gathered into the corners of Stella’s eyes. She only noticed when Theo brushed them away with her thumbs. She was just about to dismiss her reaction as silly, laugh it off, make a joke, when Theo said, “You know I’m in love with you. Always have been. God, that dorm party…” Theo chucked uneasily. “I knew even back then you were so out of my league. You had these studded high heels and baby pink sweats—”

			“Oh, no, not the baby pink sweats…” Stella hid her face in Theo’s shoulder, mortified by the fashion choices her younger self had made.

			“You looked super cool,” Theo said with a tender smile. “Way too cool. And I thought you’d never actually take me seriously, that I’d never get to hold you like this…”

			“I thought I’d never get to—”

			A loud vacuum-breaking pop cut Stella’s words off. Her eyes darted to the balcony door behind Theo. “Did you freeze to death out here?” Coop poked her head through, wearing a chagrined expression.

			“Your wife locked us out,” Stella said, her annoyance at Liddy resurfacing.

			“I figured.” Coop stepped aside to let them back in. Once the warmth of the living room washed over them and her fingers were no longer in danger of falling off, Stella sought the source of their recent brush with death. When she didn’t find Liddy in the living room, she made it for the nursery only to discover David in the rocking chair with little Noah on his chest, Zara and Sophie reproducing the sounds of appeasement old tribes practiced in their prayers to the gods. Noah had woken up.

			That meant Stella had only one stop now. She stood in front of the bathroom door and knocked.

			“Occupied,” Liddy’s voice came from inside.

			“I fucking know,” Stella spat out. “Get out.”

			“I’m peeing!”

			“Pee faster.”

			Theo’s arm sneaked around Stella’s waist from behind. She murmured in her ear, “Maybe we should cool off first…”

			“This is between me and Liddy.” Stella planted a reassuring kiss on her cheek before knocking on the wooden surface again. “Done yet?”

			“I can’t pee any faster! It’s bad for the pelvic floor if you squeeze.”

			Theo backed off. The anger had to be written all over Stella’s face. Liddy had crossed a line today and worst of all, she didn’t feel like the supportive friend Stella needed when life felt so gloriously, deliriously happy and yet so terrifyingly uncertain.

			Finally, Liddy opened the door, indignation personified. “What?”

			“You, me, Zara and Sophie’s bedroom—now.” Stella’s index finger shot to the door diagonally from the one of the bathroom. From somewhere behind her, Harry whistled, then laughed.

			Liddy crossed her arms in front of her chest defiantly, studying Stella’s face. Whatever she saw there prompted her in the direction of the bedroom, despite the flames in her eyes. Stella followed silently. Only once the door clicked closed behind them did she turn to Liddy to say through gritted teeth, “What the fuck?”

			“You had to talk!”

			“That’s not your call!”

			“Oh, really? So I have no right to intervene when my best friend is marching toward heartbreak because she’s too chicken to have an adult conversation?”

			“Correct. I’m glad we’re perfectly understanding each other.” Stella cursed her propensity for snarky comments. She knew how much more sarcasm hurt than being yelled at—after all, it was Theo’s favorite tool as well and she had been on the receiving end of it plenty of times. But it poured out of her before she could stop it and now the pain in Liddy’s eyes spelled disaster.

			“Oh, come on, Stella! This whole ‘we’re better off not addressing the serious stuff’ spiel is insulting to your intelligence. What happens when Theo meets a sexy socialist at a protest and simply has to dick her down? Will you both just pretend it never happened?”

			“She’s taking a break—”

			“Right, she’s taking a break. But you don’t know how long that’ll last, do you? No, because you’d rather plug your fingers in your ears—”

			“Okay, what is this actually all about? A few weeks ago, you were the one preaching about ‘embracing uncertainty’ and giving each other a chance. So, were you full of shit then or are you just being a bitch now?”

			“Embracing uncertainty as in ‘don’t make promises yet,’ not ‘bury your heads in the sand and never have a serious conversation.’” The moment Liddy raised her voice, Noah’s cries came through the wall separating his nursery from the bedroom louder and angrier.

			“We were never good at having serious conversations,” Stella said. Liddy was stubborn to a fault. She wouldn’t accept that more communication was the absolute worst idea where Theo was concerned. There was nothing Theo could say to reassure her that their chemistry would not eventually dim down to an insufficient fraction that only served to remind Stella their romance was as dead as any mediocre relationship she had ever witnessed, thirteen years of buildup be damned. Theo couldn’t possibly promise that and so an exchange of vows would be a hypocrisy she wasn’t willing to go through with.

			Better to let these feelings between them unfold to their logical conclusion. Not hold them hostage to a promise time might change.

			As for Theo’s recent dating remission, Stella didn’t need to open that can of worms. Another lecture about how people’s bodies did not belong to their partners was hardly going to foster more understanding between them or make her more willing to promise Theo her remaining days on earth.

			“So get better at it!” Liddy spread her arms in a gesture of utter frustration.

			“Communication doesn’t fix everything, Liddy.” Stella tried and failed not to raise her own voice. “We are simply not on the same page. What is the point of rehashing that one more time?”

			“Oh, you are so…so…Dense!” Liddy dropped on the bed. “You want the exact same thing and if you would just talk about it…”

			“Talking doesn’t help! It never did us any good.” How could Liddy observe them interact for over a decade and not understand that? A conversation about the future would end in tears and effectively spell the end of their relationship. And Stella wasn’t ready for that yet. In all honesty, she wasn’t sure she’d ever be ready. When she dared dream, she saw the romance between her and Theo extend into infinity—no need for promises or commitments, just simply playing it by ear. Day by day. Until…well, until.

			A pang of affection for Liddy hit her heart and softened her tone. This couldn’t be merely about the recent turn her relationship with Theo had taken. “What is this really about, Liddy?” Stella dropped on the bed beside her. “And don’t tell me ‘you need to talk.’ You already said that.”

			Silence stretched between them, uncomfortable and heavy. Tears collected on Liddy’s lower eyelids. Stella reached to grab her hand and Liddy let her—the anger had dissipated.

			“If you don’t talk,” Liddy began softly, lifting a hand to brush away a tear, “if you don’t talk about exactly what you’re doing and what it means, and where it’s going…then, who’s to say Theo won’t sleep with some girl she picked up somewhere? And then you’ll get hurt. And you’ll have this huge blow-out…And you’ll leave. To stay away from her.”

			All of Stella’s annoyance at Liddy melted away. Her shoulders sagged in defeat. This wasn’t even about her and Theo at all. She studied Liddy’s face, and when their eyes met, the guilt was only answered with tenderness. Stella brought her knuckles to her lips before dropping their hands, still locked, in her lap.

			“I can’t tell you that won’t happen.” She wanted to reassure Liddy but knew how futile it was, promising outcomes that weren’t within her control. “Theo may…” She tried to swallow the wave of nausea that bubbled in her throat at the mere thought of that happening. “Theo may end up sleeping with ‘some girl’ she picked up ‘somewhere.’ She hasn’t made any promises. And if that happens, I will be…crushed… But, Liddy, I will never, ever leave you again.” Liddy snorted and looked away, tears now streaming down her cheeks. “I mean it,” Stella said firmly. She had a bad track record so far, though, so Liddy’s doubt wasn’t unfounded. 

			Liddy let go of her hand to wipe the salty tracks away from her face. “Just…everything is changing so fast.” Her quiet voice trembled as she spoke. Stella could perfectly understand her apprehension. Even when it was for the best, some built-in aversion to uncertainty made everything new seem scary.

			“Look,” she said, “I can’t promise we’ll always live within a fifteen-minute drive from each other, get together to pick apart our lives and ruin our friends’ special moments…” Stella nodded toward the wall to Noah’s nursery, where his cries had subsided in volume but remained consistent in frequency. “But I will always make time for you. Even if I have to drive ten hours from Sacramento to see you. I want you in my life, always. Whatever else happens. I was an idiot three years ago, but I’d like to think I’ve grown up a little…”

			In the place of a verbal response, Liddy wrapped both arms around Stella’s shoulders and Stella returned the hug with double the fierceness. “I’ll hold you to that promise.”

			“Please do.”

			“And I reserve the right to say, ‘I told you so’ if your no-talking policy backfires,” Liddy added with a gentle tone.

			“That’s par for the course.”

			They released each other after one last squeeze. Liddy’s eyes were still shiny with tears. Stella knew the bittersweetness of being happy for your friends and yet scared of what the future held.

			“Did I ruin Noah’s welcome-home party?” Liddy asked, and the guilt that crept in her question reminded Stella of her own offenses. She grimaced.

			“No more than I ruined Sophie and Zara’s baby shower…or when Zara found out the sex.”

			“Yeah, good point, I guess I have one more strike.”

			Stella chuckled, despite the swat she landed on Liddy’s shoulder. “Come on, let’s try to put Noah to sleep before we go. Least we can do for Sophie and Zara.”

			When they entered the nursery, Sophie was the last soldier standing. She was bouncing Noah in her arms, taking big, swinging steps around the room. Zara was splayed out in the rocking chair, limbs hanging uselessly by her sides. She looked up to greet them with an exhausted half-smile.

			“You two made up?”

			“Up, out…” Liddy giggled, bumping Stella’s shoulder.

			“Please spare us the details or we’ll be forced to tell Coop,” Sophie said. Despite her baby crying bloody murder for the past three hours, she’d managed to preserve her ability to joke.

			“Let me help you with that.” Liddy reached for the bundle in Sophie’s arms. “You go have something to eat. We’ll put him to sleep.”

			“Oh, you will meet no resistance from me.” Sophie handed over the baby, gentle but swift in her movements. “Come on, babe, let’s get some cookies…and then nap.” She pulled Zara, groaning and screeching, to her feet, wrapped a strong arm around her middle, and dragged her to the door.

			Stella watched as Liddy started a repeat of Sophie’s getting-Noah-to-sleep dance. Maybe a year from now, maybe two, Liddy would be holding her own baby in much the same way. At first, Stella’s heart sank at the thought. She imagined declined invitations and unanswered messages of emotional emergencies, the distance between them growing larger than the seven-hour time difference separating London from Portland. Then another thought filled the space in her chest: watching Liddy’s child grow.

			Stella wiped away a stray tear from her cheek. She felt Theo approaching but didn’t turn to face her, letting herself be enveloped in her embrace instead, back pressed to her chest, Theo’s heartbeat reverberating in her own body.

			“All good?” Theo asked. Stella simply nodded.

			Liddy’s words echoed in her mind—Who’s to say Theo won’t sleep with some girl she picked up somewhere?—and she felt another teardrop make its way down her face. But then a new image popped up: Theo holding her, just like she was holding her now, except they were older, much older, in their own home, watching their friends and their grown-up children carry around plates full of takeout.

			The future held both of those possibilities and Stella had no way of knowing which one would materialize. And for the first time in her entire life, she felt at peace with that.

			






    
            Chapter Twenty-one





			Theo held the door of the trendy downtown restaurant open for Stella as she nearly stumbled out in her heels. Portland’s permanently wet pavements were unforgiving, and in her current state balance wasn’t her strongest suit. Lucky that Theo had quick reflexes. She caught her with an arm around her waist just in time—one second later and Stella’s ankle would’ve rolled—and peered into her eyes, realization dawning on her. “Are you tipsy, Stells?”

			They were barely out of the misscheduled lunch with Stella’s co-workers—Stella had just been promoted to assistant editor so, naturally, celebrations were in order. But syncing twelve girls’ schedules was hard and Stella had no other choice but to accept this last-minute arrangement.

			“Just a little bit.” She raised her hand, holding her thumb and index finger a millimeter apart to demonstrate how little. Just on the verge of tipsy, actually. Pleasantly uninhibited, if you will.

			“Are you serious?” Theo’s incredulous laugh came out in a huff. “I thought you were the designated driver?”

			“What would make you think that?” Stella raised her eyebrows. Surely, she would remember if that was the arrangement they’d made. A glass of wine got her a little too relaxed but it had never messed with her memory.

			Instead of an explanation, Theo asked, “Didn’t you see me order a beer?”

			“I thought it was nonalcoholic!”

			“Didn’t think to ask?”

			“Didn’t you think to ask if I could drive?” Honestly, Stella would’ve had a harder time getting out of drinking. It was her celebratory lunch after all. She pictured the sour faces of the En Style girls. “You know what we do when we assume things,” she continued, mischief bubbling up. They had talked about it—the one thing they had agreed on. The one “rule” they had: nothing went without saying. Theo’s eyes went wide.

			“Stella, no—”

			But Stella’s head tipped back, her hands resting on Theo’s shoulders for support, as she screamed off the top of her lungs, “We make an ass of you and me!” A few passers-by turned to look her way, some with confusion, some with disapproval, but Stella was having too much fun to feel chastised. Theo couldn’t quite stifle her chuckle. Oh, she was enjoying this. The fine lines around her eyes betrayed her and there was no mistaking the adoration written all over her face. Stella basked in it like it was sunlight.

			Theo pulled her in closer. “Shush,” she said, pressing her thumb into Stella’s lips. It was so obvious she was trying to cover up her own amusement. “We’ll get an Uber. But first we’re getting you back home. There is no way that’s what you’re wearing.” Stella followed Theo’s gaze as it dropped to her glossy caramel booties.

			“These are my snow boots!”

			“Like hell they are.”

			“I have nothing else to wear anyway,” Stella said. “Besides, we agreed. We’ll go from the restaurant directly to the lodge. It’s not like we have any time to spare…”

			And they didn’t. They had come up with a plan to ditch the lunch early, but plans were one thing, reality was another. Stella’s co-workers were a charming group of women and after today, even Theo had to admit that. She had been having fun, Stella could tell. Laughing at Chloe’s witty remarks and listening intently as Darcy shared her theory about how early 2000s sitcoms were gaslighting women into settling for the “nice guy.” See? And you thought they only cared about polka dots.

			Theo’s face softened. She tucked a lock of hair behind Stella’s ear. Her touch, so full of affection, so girlfriend-y, never failed to make Stella’s heart skip a beat. It was straight out of a daydream, only it was real, which made it so much better.

			“The wedding won’t start without us,” Theo said with a tone that was half-comforting, half-uncertain.

			“Wanna bet? They’ll have us eating cake by five and start putting Noah to bed by six.”

			Theo sighed. “Fine. Not like we’ll be hiking.” Stella scoffed at the mere suggestion. Hiking. No, they would spend the weekend snuggled by the fireplace instead, polishing off the remnants of the wedding cake with the gang. “And you got everything in that little bag?” Theo tipped her head toward the brown leather backpack hanging from Stella’s shoulder. Stella gave her a nod. “You sure?” And another. “Okay, I’ll get us an Uber. But I am not sharing my toothbrush if it turns out you forgot yours.”

			“Oh, shoot!” Stella schooled her features into an expression of mock regret right before erupting in giggles. “I got everything. Except for pajamas…” Her voice dropped suggestively. She watched the implication register, enjoying how Theo’s eyes glazed over before she looked away. The never-ending perks of knowing her so well.

			They didn’t have to wait out in the cold for too long. When their Uber parked by the curb, Theo opened the door for Stella before rounding the car to drop off their stuff. Once in the back seat, Stella quickly discovered they were in for a chatty ride.

			“That tiny backpack, is it yours?” Daleel, their driver, nodded toward the back of the car as if to indicate said backpack, currently being hauled into the trunk by Theo. The astonishment in his voice sparked Stella’s curiosity.

			“Uh, yeah. Yeah. Why?”

			“You got all your things in that tiny backpack?” Daleel looked at her in the rearview mirror with something akin to admiration. “Or did you put them in your friend’s bag?” His face brightened up with mirth as if he’d just caught her cheating at Monopoly, and in that instant, Daleel reminded her of Dad. Stella laughed. She had a great packing system and she was telling him as much when Theo got in beside her.

			Her energy was closed off, so at odds with the lightheartedness of just a few minutes ago. And then there it was—the sulking. But Stella’s attention was pulled back to the conversation with Daleel.

			“Chalet Rustwood?” he asked, casting a glance at the navigation app. “Going to ski?”

			“No,” Stella said. “I don’t know how to. Plus, there won’t be any time. Our friends are getting married this weekend!”

			Stella’s eyes almost watered so she blinked a few times to avoid getting overly emotional, her throat releasing a sound between a huff and a laugh. Must be the wine. That or she had really gone all mushy. But to witness Zara getting married? The memory of the Multnomah County Courthouse wedding alone was enough to stoke sentimentality. Zara and Sophie had opted for a quick courthouse wedding a couple of weeks ago, which looked like something out of a rom-com where the leads decide to elope at the end of the movie. And now on St. Valentine’s Day weekend, the gang was going to gather at a snowy mountain cabin for their handfasting ceremony.

			Handfasting, Stella had learned, was an ancient Celtic wedding ritual. It was to be performed by Liddy, who had spent the last couple of weeks doing research and writing and rewriting her speech. And giving Stella a headache. She didn’t know how many more “Let me just read it to you one last time” she could’ve handled.

			“Congratulations to your friends.” The smile was audible in Daleel’s booming voice. “Where I’m from marriage is very important. But I’ve noticed in America most people just live together, especially people from your generation. That’s not the same thing. A woman you live with you can always leave, what is it to you? Your wife, you can’t leave the moment you don’t get along. It makes you want to work things out. That’s why traditions exist—they provide stability. Otherwise you do what you feel like. But feelings can change.”

			Stella felt Theo withdraw her hand from the middle of the seat but didn’t know what to make of it.

			“Oh, no,” she was quick to respond with a wave of her hand. “Sophie and Zara would never just call it quits like that, married or not. They have a child together. Actually, that’s why they’re doing it. They had a baby a month ago and quickly found out that raising a kid while being unmarried is a lot of paperwork…”

			Daleel stole a peek their way in the overhead mirror. “Sophie and Zara?”

			“Yep,” Stella chirped. “They’re doing a handfasting ceremony with only closest friends this weekend. Technically, they’re already legally married, but it wasn’t much of a celebration then, we just had a fancy lunch after they signed.”

			“But they’re both women,” he said.

			“They sure are.”

			“No, this is not right. Two women together is not a marriage. That child needs a father.”

			Theo tensed. It was barely perceptible, but over the last few weeks Stella had reached a new level of attunement to her. She knew it was a response to Daleel’s point-blank comment, which didn’t give her the warm fuzzies either, but responding harshly (the way Theo probably would) could only turn the conversation unpleasant. And they had a whole hour to go. So instead, she affected levity. “Well, what is marriage if not two people who love each other and try their best to support each other through the tough times?”

			“That is friendship,” he said patiently. “What you are describing is called friendship. All people can love each other and support each other. But marriage is a man and a wife. It’s so they can have children and raise them together.”

			Daleel was clearly from a different generation. Some weird sense of affection for him settled in Stella’s chest. It must be hard to watch the world around you change faster than you can make sense of it. And how could she hold it against him if he couldn’t simply shrug off everything he had been taught by the people around him? Stella had grown in a family where being herself was encouraged, surrounded by peers who couldn’t care less who dated whom, in a moment in culture where girls kissed on TV and wrote songs about being in love with their girlfriends. People like Daleel had led completely different lives.

			“Are you married?” Stella asked. 

			“Yes, thirty-eight years this April.” His smile brightened his whole face.

			“How did you meet your wife?”

			“We met when we were children, our mothers were friends,” he said. “We got married very young. When we finished school. The younger you get married, the easier it is to stay happy. You grow around each other, like trees. These days people wait too long to get married. But in your thirties or your forties you are already set in your ways. So it is harder to live with someone else, to compromise. And then they get divorced—too many differences.” Daleel chuckled. “If I told my Nadia we had too many differences, she would hit me with the rolling pin.”

			“You sound like you love her a lot.”

			Theo’s head swiveled in Stella’s direction, disapproval written all over her face. Stella frowned.

			“A lot! She always has a funny story when I get home. The other night I get in and she says ‘I can’t go to the vet anymore, Daleel, I can’t show my face there again. From now on, you will take Hercules to the vet.’ I ask, ‘Nadia, what happened?’ and she says, ‘Hercules had something round and black on his butt after our walk. I scrubbed and scrubbed, but it wouldn’t wash away, I thought it was a tick. So I took him to the vet and what do you think? It was poop! I heard the vet laughing when I left.’ That’s Nadia. She loves this dog more than she loves me. If I had a tick, she would tell me to get it out and stop being a baby. It’s because the dog is her baby.” He laughed and his eyes, warm and glittering, landed on Stella in the mirror.

			Stella felt her smile stretch from ear to ear. “What do you know?” she said. “So marriage is about more than tradition and having babies.”

			Daleel opened his mouth to reply but didn’t. Stella hadn’t been going for a “Gotcha!” She hadn’t masterfully orchestrated the entire conversation, but the opportunity presented itself and well, she had to take it. Even if the unpleasant surprise on Daleel’s face made her feel a little mean. 

			“It doesn’t hurt to love your wife too,” he said somewhat cautiously.

			“Lucky you, you happen to love someone with the right bits.” Stella self-censored last minute and heard Theo snort. The way Theo read her mind—instinctively, intuitively—made her want to lace their fingers together. But that would make Theo uncomfortable, given the context, and Stella refrained from the small gesture of intimacy.

			Daleel didn’t seem to like the implication in her words. He made no effort to continue their conversation. A couple of moments later, his eyes briefly landed on Theo in the rearview mirror and the realization seemed to dawn on him. Yep. He was driving two lesbians to a lesbian wedding.

			Stella settled back into her seat and watched the scenery they passed. Trees bent under the weight of the snow. She had missed this view. It rarely snowed in Portland, but outside the city, in the mountains, a winter fairy-tale greeted her every time. London, on the other hand, offered nothing but horizontally falling fine rain drops all year round.

			About half an hour into the silence that had settled over them, Stella picked off right where she’d left off, determined to ease Daleel out of his discomfort. There was no need to end this ride on a bitter note. They talked about Daleel’s children (three) and his grandchildren (five) until the car came to a stop in front of a cabin that made the word itself unbefitting. Chalet was right. It invoked the appropriate imagery. Namely, that of a solid building, verging on massive—six bedrooms and a sauna had to fit somewhere—a charming mix between modern and rustic.

			The impromptu driveway was quiet, though Liddy’s and Zara’s cars were parked in front of the house and already covered with a fragile layer of snow. Theo hadn’t greeted Daleel and she said no goodbye either, but the moment she closed the trunk, her jaw visibly unclenched. Maybe now the sour mood would leave her.

			But once the car drove off, instead of releasing the tension, she snapped at Stella. “You had to make him go on and on about his stupid family, didn’t you? ‘Oh, what is she thinking of majoring in?’” Theo’s imitation caught her off guard. Stella had been prepared for a pouty comment or two, but she hadn’t expected Theo’s annoyance would be directed at her.

			“What’s the matter with you? I was just being nice.”

			“Being ‘nice’? Stells, come on, he hates our guts. What do you gotta be nice for? Well, maybe not your guts ’cause he thinks you’re straight…”

			Stella rolled her eyes. “Dramatic much? Just because someone has a different opinion—”

			“A different opinion?” Theo raised her voice. “Do you hear yourself? Homophobia’s not an opinion. But sure, go ahead, make nice with the homophobe.”

			Stella’s good mood left her all at once. “Right. He did seem like the murder-y kind, maybe I should’ve reported him to the police, what do you think?”

			“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Stells. Just because someone is not violent doesn’t mean he’s not a bigot. Lucky us, by the way. What if he was violent? Did you consider that?”

			“No, Theo, in all of my thirty-five years as a woman I never actually considered male violence.” Stella tried not to glare at her, but Theo got under her skin like no one else could. “But you’re right! I should’ve beaten him over the head with Gender Trouble, that would’ve changed his whole perspective on things.”

			“Forget it.” Theo deflated. It tugged strings that softened Stella’s resolve to “win the argument.” An argument she hadn’t wanted in the first place. The look on Theo’s face, where hurt had flashed before resignation replaced it, triggered guilt. She’d hit below the belt with that last comment. Mocking each other was like an old reflex, a relic of the days when they had to be on guard, and Stella desperately wanted to put that behind them. She didn’t have to be on guard anymore.

			“No, I won’t ‘forget it.’” She reached for Theo’s hand. Relief washed over her when Theo didn’t pull back. “I’m sorry. That was too far. I’m sorry. Really. But…” The one thing she didn’t feel guilty for was being nice to a harmless old man they’d never see again. And Theo didn’t have the right to be mad at her for it. “What does it matter that some Uber driver doesn’t support gay marriage? Did it make Sophie and Zara’s marriage invalid? Is the state of Oregon going to revoke their certificate?”

			“How can you not understand?” Exasperation strained Theo’s voice. “It’s not just about one person with an opinion. It’s about millions of people who think the same. That’s what it’s like to belong to a minority—you only get to have rights if the majority of people hold the right opinions.”

			“And what do you suggest we do, Theo? Snub them? Talk at them? Lecture them? That’s a great way to change someone’s mind.” Stella’s voice was even. Daleel was just a stranger, but he had struck a chord. Theo couldn’t stay dispassionate on these topics at the best of times, but now it was personal.

			Theo opened her mouth to say something, but no sound came out. 

			“That doesn’t mean you should be ‘nice’ to a homophobe…” she weakly protested.

			“Why? What did it cost me?”

			“Gee, I don’t know, Stells, what did it cost you?”

			“Nothing,” Stella said and shrugged. “Besides. I’ve found people feel really shitty about themselves when they get ‘nice’ from the people they ‘hate.’” She made emphatic quotation marks with her fingers around the word “hate.” It would be a bit arrogant to presume a stranger she’d spent less than an hour with had the time and energy to truly hate her. And if he did? Then that would be sad. An even bigger reason to feel sorry for him, not indignant.

			“He didn’t know you were gay,” Theo countered.

			“He did,” Stella said. At Theo’s skeptical look, she added, “Oh, come on. You and me going to a lesbian wedding together? Even I can’t possibly be that straight.” Theo regarded her silently. Stella smiled at her. “You have your way of dealing with this and I have mine.” Theo had to understand. She would never be the type to go to marches and protests, read the news and get angry. Not because the world didn’t offer plenty of reasons to be angry. And sad. And disheartened. But because a part of her believed that people were fundamentally good. That when you showed kindness—especially when they expected hostility—you could remind them of their own humanity. It was a part of her she wanted to keep alive. People like Theo could use their fire to fight. But Stella would only burn out.

			Theo’s face softened into a slight smile. Her shoulders dropped. She reached out and brushed Stella’s overgrown bangs away from her eyes and Stella basked in her quiet acceptance. She wouldn’t get a speech from Theo, but her caress was in many ways better. They didn’t need words.

			And then the door to the lodge opened and on the doorstep stood Liddy, wearing exasperation like it was a trendy lipstick shade. “You two done chewing each other out for now?” Moment of tenderness over.

			Theo groaned. Liddy had really been bugging her with the “you have to learn to fight fair” unsolicited advice. Not that she was wrong… But Stella could see the crease on Theo’s forehead every time Liddy turned the topic to relationships. “For now,” Theo muttered.

			“Then come on in because someone needs to be in hair and makeup.” Liddy looked at Stella sternly. Unfortunately for Liddy, her stern face was adorable and it only made Stella giggle. “We have a schedule here.”

			“Ah, so it’s not Sophie and Zara turning the wedding into a military operation.” Theo tugged Stella’s hand. “Pay up.”

			“We didn’t bet.”

			“We should have.”

			“Funny,” Liddy said. “But it’s Noah’s world and we’re all just living in it.”

			As if right on cue, his cries echoed from inside the house. Little Mr. Grumpy was going to make his displeasure loud and clear. Theo nudged Stella forward and followed after her.

			The A-frame lodge was spacious and modern on the inside. Noah’s cries were coming from upstairs. As Stella and Theo, led by Liddy, made their way to the second floor, Stella began to realize their predicament: their designated bedroom was right next to Sophie and Zara’s. Which meant a sleepless night for all five of them. Okay, self-pity aside: no one would sleep when Noah started crying, not just the five of them. 
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        * * *

      

			From her vantage point by the floor-to-ceiling sliding doors that opened to the patio, Stella had the perfect view of the whole breathtaking setup, starting with the snow-covered mountains. A perfect backdrop for Sophie and Zara to exchange their vows. Even as a child Stella had never pictured her own wedding. While other girls drew their wedding dresses, she drew handbags and high-heeled shoes. But if she ever had to get married, she couldn’t picture a better venue. Though, technically, the Chalet was not intended as a wedding venue…

			Didn’t matter. Sophie and Zara’s wedding planner had outdone himself. The tall arch stood by the railing, partly protected by the roof piece that extended from one end of the patio to the other, and partly covered in a thin layer of snow. Holly and laurel were woven into the thick branches that made up the arch and the little snowflakes that fell like powdered sugar on a cake made the white tulle ribbons wrapped around it sparkle as if they were covered in glitter. Magical didn’t begin to describe it.

			Her friends were already gathering outside, David taking photos with his heavily equipped DSLR, but Stella stood in place by the windows. In this light, the sun setting somewhere behind the mountains, Theo’s hair had a golden tint to it and her face looked about ten years younger. Perhaps it was passing the bar (Theo would protest, but Stella was certain she had passed even if the results weren’t out yet.) or maybe it was the joy of holding Noah in his tiny tuxedo and showing him the snow. Whatever it was, it made her glow. And something about the view—Theo with a fragile one-month old baby in her arms—tugged at Stella’s heartstrings.

			“Careful. You’ll be pregnant before you know it.”

			Stella turned away from the windows. Zara was lovely. No second opinion about it. In her floor-length white column dress and with dark blond hair cascading down her bare shoulders in waves, she was the dictionary definition of a beautiful bride. Add to that the wide grin she was wearing and no bridal magazine model could compare.

			“That’s how I got him,” Zara said, pointing in the direction of what Stella had to assume was Noah in Theo’s arms. “Saw Sophie cuddling two-month-old Harper. Told her I’m down for IUI the moment we got back home.” Stella chuckled. Harper was Stacy and Hannah’s second daughter that she, unlike Zara, had only seen in photos.

			“I’m not as suggestible as you are,” Stella said confidently, a trace of amusement in her voice.

			“No?”

			“Nope. No babies for me, thanks.”

			“Not ever?” Zara raised her eyebrows. Stella simply mouthed the word “nope” in response. “Huh. I thought settling down might change your mind. It did for me.”

			“Who says I’ve settled down?”

			“You haven’t?” At this point Zara’s skeptical look had to be teasing. Stella released a huff, fighting an involuntary smile. “So you haven’t been spending every evening at Theo’s apartment?”

			“No,” she said emphatically. “Sometimes she spends the evening at mine…”

			Zara laughed. “Right.” Her gaze fell past Stella, her eyes becoming unfocused for a moment before fixing her again. “I heard your little spat today.” Oh, no, not you too. One of Liddy was enough. “I’m not about to lecture. Or meddle for that matter. I just wanted to say…it’s a good thing, you know?”

			“To fight?”

			“That you’re different,” Zara said. “Relationships are meant to help us grow. We don’t change much left to our own devices. And in order to grow, you have to be challenged. Your perspectives, your beliefs, how you think things should be.” Zara seemed to speak from experience.

			“Maybe there’s such a thing as too different.” Wasn’t that why people split? Irreconcilable differences. The no-fault clause out of forever. When people did promise that anyway.

			Zara shrugged. “If you let it get bigger than the love you have, it will.” Sounded so simple. Stella sighed. “Look at me and Sophie,” Zara said in a higher tone, a smile already spreading from ear to ear. “We come from different countries, different cultures, different religions. She collects crystals, Stella.”

			“I thought you were into all of that!” In her mind, Zara had been converted into a New Age, Tarot-believing, affirmations-saying, manifestation-practicing hippie. But her immediate burst of laughter said otherwise.

			“I think it’s hot she’s into it.” Zara winked. “But me? Chanting ‘Om’ and connecting to the spirit realm?” Her photoshoot-ready face seemed to say “come on now.” “She has a unique perspective on things. One that, when I’ve allowed it, has helped me become a much better, much more accepting version of myself than I could have on my own.”

			Again, it sounded simple. Easy. But Stella suspected she had to be a much more evolved version of herself already to practice what Zara appeared to suggest. Frustration bubbled in her throat. “Okay, but how? How do you do it? How do you ‘allow it’ to help you grow? How do you not try to—” Change her. It was on the tip of her tongue. And it sounded so wrong in her head already she didn’t dare say it out loud. The sympathy in Zara’s eyes told her she knew.

			“Tragic, isn’t it? We try to change the person we love, make them more like us so we can feel safer. And in the process, we end up erasing everything we fell in love with.” Zara’s smile was almost conspiratorial when she leaned closer like she was about to whisper a secret, something only meant for Stella to hear. “The key is to catch yourself doing it.” She held Stella’s gaze with warmth and kindness as if to check how her words had landed.

			Like a punch in the gut. The most needed punch in the gut. In the past few weeks Stella had let a lot of defenses go as the intimacy between her and Theo had expanded beyond what she had imagined possible. But it wasn’t until now that she saw it: the grain of “I hope she’ll change” at the very back of her mind, persistently irritating like a tiny pebble in her shoe. Everything about Theo that felt threatening—from her confinement-defying nature to her uncompromising, even zealous ways—was the flip side of what Stella loved most about her: her freedom, her passion, her values. And though at times it felt like it threatened Stella’s very identity, perhaps her identity could grow to make space for it. The either/or matrix loosened its grip. Theo could be exactly who she was and Stella could love her for it and hold onto herself as well.

			She glanced over her shoulder at her friends slowly taking their places at either side of the improvised aisle. Theo’s eyes found her and they exchanged a smile. Stella turned back to Zara, who was staring at her with more compassion and patience than either of the therapists Stella had seen. Her heart expanded with love. She leaned close enough to plant a kiss on Zara’s foundation-covered cheek and whisper, “Thank you for this.”

			“You are always”—Zara took her hands in hers and squeezed—“and I mean always welcome.” She tipped her head in the direction of the patio. “Now let’s go. I see Liddy tapping her wrist.”

			It hadn’t been planned. No one was going to walk either Sophie or Zara to the arch. They scoffed at such “archaic traditions.” Giving away the bride. Eyeroll. But when they stepped out, Zara’s arm wrapped around Stella’s and didn’t let go all the way down the aisle. When they stopped in front of Liddy, whose eyes were already misty, Stella brought Zara into a rib-crushing hug, a wave of emotion crashing over her. Nostalgia mixed with pride, and gratitude so profound she felt her heart flutter in her chest like crazy. She had always adored Zara, but now she saw her through new eyes: Zara had grown into a woman worthy of admiration, all on her own. And Sophie had been the catalyst.

			They let go as if by mutual agreement and as Stella took her place next to Theo, she watched Sophie stand by Zara—a perfect counterpart. Not because perfect matches existed but because they had turned what they had into enough.

			Stella leaned into Theo’s solid body, resting her chin on her shoulder. She hadn’t even known she’d carried a heaviness in her chest until she sighed deeply and felt her jaw unclench, her limbs relax. Noah wasn’t crying for the first time all day. He was perfectly still, cradled in Theo’s arms. Stella caressed his tiny nose with her forefinger and told him in a low voice, “Your moms are getting married.” She’d read somewhere that babies as small as him could not make eye contact, not intentionally, but darn, the baby looked directly into her soul with those big round muddy green eyes. “You’re one lucky little guy to have moms who love each other so much.”

			She was captivated by his little face, a face that looked so much like Zara, tears burning at the back of her throat. Feeling Theo’s stare on her, she looked up to her face. That lovely face she wouldn’t mind waking up to day after day, after day. Theo’s eyes sparkled with emotion, tears trekking down her cheeks. Stella reached out cold fingers, pink from the frosty weather, despite the outdoor heaters, to carefully wipe them away. She felt herself smile and said under her breath, “Age has made you sentimental, Theo.”

			Theo looked solemn like Stella had never seen her. “It has.”

			






    
            Chapter Twenty-two





			Another shriek pierced the night, followed by a string of pitiful wails, then hushed pleas and bargaining, murmured hastily by two distinct feminine voices.

			“Freakin’ hell,” came David’s grumble from the other room, muffled by the walls separating them but still loud enough for Stella to hear the note of resignation in it.

			“Do you think he’ll sleep at all tonight?” she asked, raising her eyes from the book she’d been trying to read for the past half an hour.

			Theo paused a reel she was watching on mute and glanced at the top left corner of her phone. “I don’t know.” She exhaled. “You getting tired, Stells?” Stella shrugged. She closed the book and tossed it to the nightstand. It was a doomed endeavor anyway. The writing was denser than the morning fog in Portland come fall. She scooted over and Theo immediately wrapped an arm around her shoulders. The simple comfort of the gesture hadn’t been worn out yet. Maybe it never would be. It was still tempting to toy with the notion, occasionally.

			“Pay attention to me,” Stella said, earning herself a chuckle. Theo put the phone away.

			“Oh, okay. What did you have in mind?”

			“Play with my hair.” It was a slippery slope to a full body massage if Stella was particularly lucky tonight. Theo complied, pretending to be terribly put out, and raked her fingers through her hair. Her act didn’t last long. For someone going out of her way, she sure went about it with feeling, paying special attention to the back of Stella’s head, making her skin break out in goose bumps.

			“Mmmm.” A moan of absolute delight slipped past her lips and extracted another puff of laughter from Theo. Oh, she was having fun with this all right. Then the pattern changed. Theo grabbed a fistful of her hair at the roots and gently tugged. “Ahh!” Stella’s eyes snapped open. A surge of electricity jolted her from her utterly relaxed state and she stared at Theo. Theo who was brimming with joy. And smugness.

			“What is it, baby?” she said, the term of endearment a recent addition and so far, sparsely used. “Want me to stop?”

			“You know I don’t want you to stop…”

			Theo tugged again and the surge of pleasure was immediate. And so different from the soft humming sensation that turned Stella’s muscles to jelly when Theo simply combed her hair back. Theo pulling her hair was so far from comforting. Stella’s skin tingled all over and her eyelids grew heavy. She pressed her thighs together, trying to contain the steady pulse that had started between them.

			But Theo grabbed her face and pulled her in for a kiss and there was no containing it. Stella moaned into it. She practically melted into it, losing a fight that hadn’t even started yet. Her mouth opening on instinct, welcoming Theo in, was one giant white flag of surrender. Fine. Let Theo be all smug about it. That’s exactly how easy Stella was. For Theo anyway. Her heart clenched.

			Theo settled on top of her with practiced ease. They had been in this exact position what, a hundred times already? Maybe more. But, God, it never got old. The weight of Theo’s body anchoring her to the bed was probably her favorite feeling ever. Safe and yet exciting. And when Theo’s fingers rolled Stella’s nipple roughly, she couldn’t hold back from moaning even though it broke their kiss.

			“Shh,” Theo cooed through laughter. “There’s still hope of Noah going to sleep, don’t dwindle it.”

			Stella put a hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle, turned whimper at Theo’s renewed fondling. “You are deliberately making it harder for me,” she said, trying to keep her voice down. The last thing they all needed was Noah crying through the night.

			“I never said I was going to make it easy.” With that, Theo bent to take a nipple between her lips. Stella’s eyes shut. She made a valiant effort to refrain from letting another loud moan out when Theo’s teeth closed around it. The wet, warm sensation of Theo’s tongue wasn’t far behind. She didn’t have to see Theo’s smirk to know it was there. Fuck, she was trying so hard and here Theo was, toying with her.

			Her hand sneaked into Stella’s panties. Stella had really forgotten to pack pajamas, scout’s honor. So she had come to bed in nothing but a boring pair of baby blue panties, the kind of thing she would never wear with anyone else. But Theo made her feel so sexy, so at ease, Stella could finally let go. Her body was the turn-on, not whatever set of lingerie she had on. And now that Theo’s fingers slipped down her slit and Stella heard the catch in her breath, she felt hotter than ever. Theo circled her clit a few times with just the right amount of pressure—so fucking good—and then dipped just past her entrance. Stella had to bite her lower lip to stop from crying out. 

			“Oh, do you want me inside, Stells?” Theo whispering in her ear raised the fine hairs on her arms.

			“Mhm…Yes,” she said, way past any pretense now, and lifted her hips to get more of Theo’s finger inside. “I want you to fuck me. And pull my hair.” At her brazen confession, Theo groaned, her finger slipping past the first knuckle. “And…oh! Yes-s.” Stella bucked her hips against Theo, her pussy desperately trying to draw her in deeper. There had to be a law against this torturous pace. Need pulsed inside her like a second heartbeat. “And slap my ass,” she managed to finish her thought.

			Theo buried her face in Stella’s shoulder, likely to cover her own growl, before slipping a second finger inside. Nothing had ever made Stella feel sexier than the sounds Theo made when she fucked her. Long deliberate strokes. Panting. Whimpers. Were they hers? Fuck, she had to stay quiet. But the pleasure was building inside her ominously like a Jenga tower. She wouldn’t be able to keep from crying out if Theo maintained that slow and steady rhythm.

			Or maybe she would.

			Theo pulled out abruptly, leaving Stella to clench on nothing. She’d barely registered the ache when Theo’s fingers pushed inside her mouth.

			“Lick them clean,” Theo murmured. Fuck. Stella’s brain short-circuited. Her own salty taste hit her tongue, making saliva coat Theo’s fingers. “Yes, like that, like you lick my cock after I fuck you. Speaking of which…”

			Theo withdrew and hopped out of bed. Stella’s eyes followed her to the dresser, where she had left her duffel bag.

			“I thought we would be too tapped out after the wedding…” In all honesty, Stella had been a little excited for a quiet night of cuddling. But now it was too late. Now she was excited to get fucked until she couldn’t enunciate.

			“Yeah, me too,” Theo said. “I thought we’d be dead asleep by now, but someone decided to cry his lungs out.”

			“Eh, I can’t really complain. If that’s what we have to keep us occupied…”

			Theo smirked. Having discarded her long-sleeved T-shirt and checkered bottoms, she now secured the straps of the harness around her hips and thighs. Okay, this was hotter than butches undoing the fly of their pants. This, right here. Theo’s hands, all prominent knuckles and protruding veins, working the buckles of the leather harness. Stella’s tummy flipped.

			Theo walked to the bed and bent over to kiss her. A long deep kiss, like she was trying to set roots in her and deep was simply not deep enough. Already out of breath, Stella wrapped both arms around her shoulders. If she could welcome her to the core of her being, she would. But all she could do was let Theo kiss her fiercely. They parted for air, panting. Theo licked Stella’s lips playfully before trailing her tongue down her throat.

			“Get on all fours, Stells.” Theo pulled back to let her assume the position. Stella’s smile was automatic. That she could do. Gladly. She turned around and pushed the pillows aside before planting both hands on the mattress, then she looked over her shoulder, right at Theo. Like that?

			It was Stella’s turn to be smug. The way Theo had to break eye contact first, the way she ran a hand through her hair. Stella could get to her with just one look over her shoulder. But smugness didn’t last long. Theo’s fingers stroking up and down through the already soaked cotton made the whole world blur. Surely, such indirect contact shouldn’t feel this good and yet… It was Theo. Thirteen years of foreplay. They had almost made Stella patient. So she didn’t push back, she waited.

			Theo reached around her hips and grabbed the waistband. She slid the panties down Stella’s thighs, slower than Stella would’ve liked. Frustration curled into a ball inside her belly, indistinguishable from longing. God, if Theo could just touch her already, stop drawing this out— 

			Stella moaned before her mind caught up with what was happening. Theo bending down to taste her was not on her bingo card, but now that her tongue was circling her entrance, Stella felt like floating. Tension trickled out of her muscles until only heat remained, dizzy and nebulous, spreading to her fingertips.

			Her panties were still around her thighs, restraining her, when Theo guided the toy to her pussy, promising relief.

			“So what did you want, Stells, to fuck you and pull your hair?”

			“Yes-s…” Stella rocked her hips back and forth, but Theo just moved with her. She gripped her ass to steady her before dragging her cock from Stella’s opening to her clit. Typical. Just torture me some more, why don’t you? As if over a decade hadn’t been enough. “Oh, you’re such a jerk sometimes…”

			She could swear Theo laughed. Her hand, though, landed on Stella’s butt cheek with a sharp slap. “That’s not very nice to say, Stells.”

			Stella bit her fist to muffle her sounds of pleasure and surprise. When it passed, she planted her hand back on the mattress and said in a hushed voice, “So I have to stay quiet, but you can spank me as loud as you want?”

			“You asked for it.” Oh, that smug tone again. But before she could respond, Theo tapped her clit with the dildo, then dragged it up to her entrance. Stars exploded behind Stella’s eyelids. To hell with dignity.

			“Just fuck me.” Begging was in order. The real kind. “Please.”

			It seemed to work magic on Theo and Stella was so past hiding the need in her voice anyway. She needed Theo, needed her primordially like dry soil needs rain. And when Theo pushed forward, one agonizing inch at a time, Stella’s last line of defense broke. The long day they’d had flashed in little snippets in her mind: the way Theo was with her work friends, so engaged and attentive, the understanding in her eyes that had ended their fight, that conversation with Zara… Theo was as close as close got. And Stella would let her even closer if she could.

			“Fu-uck,” Theo hissed and grabbed her hips to hold her still while she pulled almost all the way out before slamming back forward. “Fuck.” Her pleasure reverberated in Stella like the rumble of thunder, amplifying her own.

			Stella was painfully aware of the chocked sounds escaping her mouth despite her best efforts, mixed with the obscene squelching of her pussy being filled and Theo’s heavy breathing. The walls just weren’t thick enough. Embarrassment added to the heat in her cheeks, but unfortunately, it also made her that much wetter, which didn’t help at all. They started slow, but Theo’s thrusts got harder until she was forcing Stella’s body forward just with the impact. Last time she pounded her like this, Stella was sore the next day. The premonition of it made her skin burn—to be able to still feel Theo inside her was the kind of intimacy she would never admit to craving. It would sound corny.

			Her arms started shaking until they gave and she collapsed on the bed, face into the mattress. That, at least, muffled her moans and the room got a lot quieter. But her relief was short-lived. Theo braced herself over her body, grabbed a fistful of her hair and pulled. Enough to lift her head off the bed. “Uh-uh. I want to watch your face when you come, Stells.” And she pressed her hips forward until Stella could take her no deeper. The image of that Jenga tower filled her mind. She was going to scream, Theo must know that. She really tried to stay quiet, but on every thrust Theo hit spots that made her see stars.

			It didn’t take long before the tower collapsed in glorious disarray. Stella was gasping and desperately trying not to cry out. Theo tightened the grip on her hair and clapped a hand over her mouth, which effectively had her slump on top of her body. Stella tried to commit it all to memory: the euphoria of Theo’s heated skin on hers, the hard length of the toy buried inside her, the violent shudders of orgasm… She had to cherish every such moment for however many years they got. She had to.

			Theo ground her pelvis into her a few more times before her own release hit. Stella was still clenching with the aftershocks when a new wave of pleasure crashed over her. In many ways, Theo’s orgasm felt better. Theo’s joy filled her with more warmth than her own, Theo’s pleasure felt like a higher dimension, like reaching beyond. Stella’s head swam with the elation.

			They lay in a heap of tangled limbs, trying to catch their breath for a few blissful moments. Then Theo pulled out gently and collapsed on her back next to her.

			“Do you hear that?” Stella asked after another moment of getting her breathing under control.

			“Huh?”

			“Silence.”

			Theo seemed to only now realize that at some point during their grown-up activities Noah had stopped crying. The stillness of the night was staggering. Outside their little bedroom, where they were both still quietly panting, nothing could be heard in the entire house, not even Coop snoring.

			“I guess we managed to stay quiet enough,” Stella said.

			“Thanks to me.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Yes, you shutting me up was a public service. Very hot, by the way…” She shivered. It had been so, so, so hot. She wouldn’t mind a repeat.

			“So you like your hair pulled, and a hand over your mouth. Noted.” Theo rolled onto her side and wrapped an arm around her waist. A few curls were stuck to her forehead, dampened by sweat. Beautiful. 

			“I like you,” Stella murmured. “Everything you do to me.”

			“Keep stroking my ego.”

			Stella faintly swatted at her shoulder.

			“I more than like you, Stells,” Theo said, moving closer until her face was hovering above Stella’s. “I love you.” She didn’t wait for a response before they kissed. Slowly, languidly, blissfully exhausted. When they parted, Theo let her head fall on the mattress next to Stella. They held each other’s gaze, completely open.

			“And I love you,” Stella whispered, tracing patterns on Theo’s shoulders with light fingertips. Long moments passed that felt enchanted. Stella had never even dared to hope for this kind of intimacy between them. Until recently, she wasn’t sure if Theo was capable of it. Heck, she wasn’t sure she would be capable of it… But they had grown accustomed to remaining unguarded with each other and it seemed that sex brought it out of them more often. Sleep slowly started to blur her vision.

			“You know,” Theo said, “at least someone had to have sex on Zara and Sophie’s wedding night.”

			“Hah.” Stella’s eyelids fluttered open. “I’m pretty sure Liddy and Coop did it in the bathroom after dinner.” Her voice was drowsy and soft. “I hate that I know that.”

			Thud. A heavy object hit the floor in the room on their right, David’s room. Right on cue Noah’s shriek broke the cozy silence. David cursed, this time not censoring himself.

			“Oh, no…” Theo groaned.

			Instead of commiserating, Stella simply snuggled closer and murmured into Theo’s collarbones, “You can do me again, that seemed to work last time.”
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        * * *

      

			Not for the first time since their relationship became intimate, Stella woke to the feeling of being watched. Stared at. Taken in. She could tell by the tension in Theo’s body that Theo was trying her hardest not to move, not to touch her. It reminded her of all those times before when touching was a bad idea and the energy it took to refrain from it. Theo’s restraint was so different now. Stella sensed the softness of it, the intention. Warmth pooled in her abdomen and tied her insides into a knot. Stella never knew love could feel so much like pain, but now she got it. She understood.

			She glimpsed at Theo through her lashes, careful to preserve the even breathing rhythm of slumber. It was so unfair Theo always woke up first. Stella never got the chance to watch her sleep.

			“I know you’re awake.” Well, damn. There was no fooling her. Stella sighed dramatically.

			“How do you always know?”

			“Because I know you.” Theo pulled her closer, skin on skin, and Stella buried her face in the crook of her shoulder. Sandalwood. The scent never failed to comfort her. She left an open-mouthed kiss on Theo’s throat before responding.

			“I was just trying to give you more time to watch me sleep. Creep.”

			Theo chuckled. She nipped Stella’s earlobe and whispered, “I like watching you sleep. You’re so unguarded.”

			“Uh-huh. You like me unguarded.” The quotation marks were audible in Stella’s voice. She pressed herself even closer, wrapping a leg around Theo’s hip. The curtains were closed so she had no way of knowing how early in the morning it was exactly. But the whole house was almost eerily quiet and she felt like she had only just blinked to sleep minutes ago so it couldn’t be past seven. And yet, as sleepy as she was, morning sex was starting to sound more and more appealing.

			“You like me unguarded too,” Theo said, no trace of flirtation in her voice, Stella’s reference ignored. “I’m less of a jerk that way.”

			“True.” Stella tried to get them back to teasing, away from heavy confessions. Her hand traveled down the expanse of Theo’s back until she reached her ass and lightly squeezed, pulling Theo between her legs. “But being a jerk sometimes pays off…”

			“I don’t want to be a jerk to you, Stells.”

			Uh-oh. Time to make a joke or a dirty reference. “Not ever again?” Stella pouted. “I didn’t really mean what I said when you wouldn’t let me come for an entire day.” But Theo was having none of it. So much for morning sex. Stella could see the gears turning in her head and it sobered her quickly. She placed her hand on Theo’s cheek and peered into her troubled eyes. “What is it?” Her voice was unrecognizable from just a second ago. Low and betraying the insecurity that now dwelled in her abdomen like a Lego brick, edges pricking her from the inside.

			“Maybe it is unresolved grievances that get in the way of connection,” Theo said thoughtfully.

			“Huh?” Stella immediately wished she could’ve responded better, but in her state—sleep-deprived and still a little horny—what Theo said made very little sense.

			“It’s what Liddy said. Yesterday.”

			Oh. Right. Liddy’s speech. Stella almost slapped her forehead. She saw herself doing it but refrained. Theo was serious. They were having a serious conversation whether she liked it or not.

			“Uh, yeah.” A fantastic, meaningful response. Stella sat up, pulling the sheet up to her collarbones. “Yeah, Liddy said some beautiful things yesterday.” But Stella hadn’t paid attention. She remembered Liddy’s speech by heart, she could recite it. Well, after a cup of coffee she could.

			“It made me think.” Theo stood before Stella could so much as make a “Where are you going?” gesture and picked her T-shirt and boxers from the floor, apparently determined to get dressed. Stella was just about to ask if she was going somewhere when Theo dropped back on the bed, facing her. “I think we should talk.”

			Dreaded five words. Stella gulped. “We’re talking.” Her voice was hoarse. She coughed. Her heart was racing. If this was how Theo broke up with her, the morning after Sophie and Zara’s wedding, she would fall to pieces. As if Theo read the fear in her eyes, she leaned closer to kiss her forehead.

			“No, baby, I love you. This is not a we’re breaking up ‘we need to talk.’”

			“You should never start a conversation with ‘we need to talk.’” Stella grabbed the nearest pillow and hit Theo with it. If love was a sharp object in the pit of her stomach, relief was a flood in her chest that made her confront the simplest of truths: she didn’t ever want to lose Theo. Not ever.

			Theo pulled her in a hug that nearly crushed her. She brushed the hair away from Stella’s face and kissed her with something between tenderness and desperation. When they broke for air, Theo murmured against her lips, “Where were you in the last thirteen years, Stells? I love you and I’m never letting you go. That’s why we need to talk.”

			Stella sighed, relief and annoyance mixed together. “So it’s the other kind of ‘we need to talk.’ I gotta say, I never expected to hear ‘Liddy was right’ from you…” She couldn’t help it. She didn’t want to be annoyed at Theo, but they were doing so well not talking. Not talking was their thing and they were so good at it. They could’ve gone on for years, years. And it was such a beautiful day too, Stella could already taste the slice of wedding cake she would have for breakfast, feel Theo’s wetness when they would fuck in the shower later…and now they were about to fight instead.

			“I didn’t say that. And if you tell her I did, you’d be in trouble.”

			“What kind of trouble?” A glimmer of hope lightened up her mood.

			“Not the sexy kind.”

			“Oh.” Stella felt her face fall. “Okay, let’s talk.” She got up and walked to the dresser.

			“Where are you going?” There was a hint of suspicion in Theo’s voice.

			“To get dressed. I’m not having a fight naked.” Stella put a new pair of panties on and yesterday’s sweater.

			“Jeez, Stells, I don’t want to fight! Can we just talk?”

			“I don’t know!” Stella threw her hands in the air. She had to keep her voice down because waking Noah would be a grave mistake. That meant, at least, they wouldn’t yell at each other. “I don’t know if we can, we have a terrible track record.”

			“Well, I refuse to walk on eggshells around you.”

			“I don’t want you to walk on eggshells.”

			“Then what do you want?”

			What did she want? Stella raked both hands through her hair. Forever. Only she wanted the kind of forever that happened on its own. The kind her parents had. Not the kind that kept people in miserable marriages that nevertheless counted toward the “successful” part of the divorce rate. She wanted that with Theo. But she was also ready, for the first time in her life, to risk not having it if it meant they’d get two happy years together. Five. Ten. Twenty. As long as they were happy. Truly happy. She couldn’t stand to watch what they once had die a slow, undignified death. Feel Theo pull away, a step at a time. See her reflection in Theo’s eyes lose its luster. Have stale, uninspired duty sex. Be touched with no passion. The way it had happened with Andy. The way it happened in other people’s relationships—she had plenty of coupled up friends and girls talked. She knew what stood behind the Instagram photos.

			“I want us to be honest with each other,” Stella said softly, dropping beside her on the bed.

			“Okay.” Theo reached for her hand. “This is me being honest with you.” Her eyes kept Stella captive, hanging on Theo’s every word. “I don’t want to sleep with other women.”

			“Theo, you don’t have to—”

			“But I can’t promise you that that will never change.”

			Oh. Stella expected pain to cut right through her middle but it didn’t. She wanted to preserve what she had with Theo in a bubble, untouchable and never-changing, but she knew nothing in life worked like that. Relationships changed and shifted little by little and sometimes all at once. Stella looked into the hazel eyes that had stolen her heart thirteen years ago and pictured the fine lines that would etch in their corners over time. Even if they stayed together, what they had would inevitably change. And maybe…maybe that could be a good thing. Maybe they could change for the better.

			“I already knew that,” Stella said, her voice quiet.

			“But here’s something I promise.”

			“Stop, I don’t need—”

			“Stells, let me finish.” Theo’s growing impatience quickly shut her up.

			“You’re right, I’m sorry.”

			“I promise that I will never cheat on you.” Theo’s throat worked. Stella was surprised to see tears forming in her eyes. Her whole body softened. This was emotional for Theo in a way she had never anticipated and though she wanted to ask, to dig deeper, she swallowed her own questions and let Theo speak. “I will be honest.” A nod to what Stella had said earlier. 

			Something between a sigh and a gasp escaped her. Stella had expected that if Theo ever found another woman attractive enough to want sex with her, she would just go for it. No permission or explanation needed. People’s bodies did not belong to their partners and all that. “We’ll talk about it,” Theo continued. “I won’t be a jerk like my father.”

			Tears clogged Stella’s throat. Instinctively, she wrapped both arms around Theo, effectively straddling her, and pressed their bodies so close she could feel Theo’s heartbeat against her chest. “You are nothing like your father.”

			Theo sniffed. She was usually better at holding back, but the topic of her father (and how he had treated Deb) was so painful Stella could feel the hurt radiating from her. “Hah.” It was humorless. “I am exactly like him, down to the curly hair and the risk of hypertension.”

			“And that’s all you got from him. The rest is all Deb.” Deb’s big heart that held enough room for every hurting soul under the sun, as well her short temper and her rumbling laughter. Theo’s body rocked. Her arms tightened around Stella’s waist. Stella pulled back enough to meet her eyes, glossy and a little red. “Hey, listen to me. You are nothing like your father.”

			Theo released another humorless chuckle. “I even get defensive like him.” She inhaled deeply and then let the air out as if to steady herself. “I watched him hurt her for years. People make all sorts of promises, Stells. ‘It was the first and only time. It won’t happen again.’ They say stuff like ‘You can count on me’ and then they’re gone when you need them.”

			Theo’s pain felt like her own. It gripped her heart like a vice. Stella rested her forehead on Theo’s and said softly, “That’s why we won’t make any promises.”

			“No.” Theo shook her head, her hands slipping beneath Stella’s sweater. The warmth seeped into Stella’s bones. “That’s why we’ll only make promises we can keep. Starting with, I promise to always be honest with you. Even when the truth is difficult to say out loud.”

			Stella burrowed into Theo’s shoulder, hoping her T-shirt would soak up Stella’s renewed tears. It was the best promise Theo could’ve made—better than undying devotion and being faithful to a fault—because it was real.

			“Sophie and Zara didn’t promise to love each other forever,” Theo mused. Stella pulled back to look at her quizzically. “Their vows. They never promised to love each other forever.”

			Stella tensed, not knowing where Theo was going with this. “I don’t really remember…” She remembered vaguely what they had vowed to each other, but she couldn’t recall what they hadn’t.

			“Well, they didn’t. In their own wedding vows. I think most people do.”

			“Okay,” Stella said patiently, elongating the word.

			“But I suppose at our age you become more realistic about these things.” Theo’s eyes sparkled with something that could be amusement or cynicism. “You can’t promise me forever.” Stella opened her mouth to protest, to justify it, to get back to Sophie and Zara, but Theo didn’t give her the chance. “No one can. And if they did, so what? No fault divorce kinda makes the whole thing lose its meaning.” It wasn’t the least bit funny, but Stella heard herself laugh before she could stop. Guiltily, she placed a hand over her mouth. Theo didn’t seem offended though. She chuckled before her face went serious again and she brought Stella closer, so close their hearts beat against each other’s. “But you can promise me something else.”

			“What?” The familiar sharpness of anxiety scraped her insides.

			“Promise me you won’t give up when it gets harder.” Theo’s eyes held so much sincerity, Stella felt tears forming again. She finally saw Theo’s fear for what it really was: that Stella would leave the second things between them were no longer fresh and fun, and sexy. She wanted to shake her. She banged her fists weakly against Theo’s shoulders.

			“God.” It was a sigh and a moan of frustration. “Is that what you think? That I’ll leave at the first sign of difficulty? The going gets tough and I’m out of here?” Theo winced, a hint of guilt coloring her features. It was all the confirmation Stella needed. “Theo, I—” She didn’t even know what to say. “After everything we’ve been through, do you seriously think I’d leave you over a china pattern?”

			“How about over my myriad of flaws?”

			“How about mine?” Stella stared into her eyes intently. “I know you’re not perfect, we didn’t just meet on a dating app six weeks ago. You know I’m not perfect either.” She searched for the words to explain it. “I don’t mind working on it. You know I don’t.” She needed Theo to understand this. Not promising forever was not the same as intending to leave the moment things got tough. “But working on it doesn’t always work. Look at what happened with Andy—and I worked so hard. So what’s going to be different this time?”

			“This time you won’t be the only one doing the work.”

			It was the perfect answer. Theo delivered it without a hitch, without a second thought. It bypassed all of Stella’s defenses, all of her skepticism and doubt. Her shoulders dropped like her body was suddenly releasing tension she hadn’t even been aware of. She wouldn’t be alone—it was the only thing on her mind. Theo would be there, listening to Christian conservative marriage podcasts with her. Right. Hell would have to freeze over first. But the image made Stella laugh. Or the release of tension made her laugh. Theo looked at her questioningly—laughing in a moment like this must seem so out of place. What if Theo thought Stella was laughing at her, mocking what she had said?

			“No!” Stella waved her hands in front of her face like chasing away bugs, her tears overflowing in a rush. “No, I—I don’t think it’s funny.” As if to punctuate how not funny she found their entire conversation, she hiccupped, then released an involuntary sob before she could speak again. “I’ve just never—never not done it alone.” How fucking sad. Pathetic really. With anyone else, she would feel mortified about her admission, but Theo was above all else her friend and always had been.

			“Oh, Stells.” It was all she said. She brought Stella into a hug that didn’t feel the least bit romantic. Stella didn’t need romantic. She needed the confinement of Theo’s arms around her to sob until the sobbing subsided, until the wave of relief that initiated this crested and crashed. Little by little, she felt the emotion dissipate, but her face remained buried into Theo’s neck, her soft warm skin and steady heartbeat providing the safety and comfort she needed. Damn, bawling her eyes out was exhausting.

			Her lips brushed Theo’s skin lightly when she finally said, “I promise to always work on it.”

			“And I promise to never let you do it alone.” Immediate. Stella didn’t even have to ask. There was something she was going to ask for, however.

			She dabbed at her eyes with shaking fingers. She must be all puffy and red, Theo had never seen her so unsexily disheveled. But when their eyes met, Stella only saw tenderness in Theo’s, tenderness, and care, and love. Acceptance. Warmth. Everything she had hoped for for the last thirteen years. So she had to ask. “I need you to promise me something else too.” Theo gave her her undivided attention. “I need you to promise me that if you ever wake up out of love with me too many mornings in a row, you’ll leave. I want a clean break. Please don’t give me front row seats to your growing indifference.”

			It was the worst thing Stella could imagine: watching Theo’s love transform into indifference. Indifference was worse even than resentment and bitterness—indifference made you strangers. And she refused to live with a stranger.

			Theo opened then closed her mouth as if reconsidering her first response. Understanding seemed to dawn on her slowly. With all of the seriousness this matter deserved, she said, “I promise. I promise you a clean break, Stells.”

			“Thank you.”

			They looked at each other for a couple more seconds before a smile broke on Theo’s face, just the barest hint of mischief in it.

			“What?” Stella was all incredulity.

			“So these were our non-vows,” Theo said, her amusement growing. Stella searched blindly for a pillow to throw at her.

			“Oh, shut up!”

			“We can make it a daily thing, you know.” Theo poked her lightly in the ribs until an undignified squeak escaped from her lips, pressed together in a line of disapproval. “Some people start the day with prayer—I’ll start the day going down on you.”

			“Put that in our non-vows,” Stella said, finally losing the battle with laughter. Theo took that as an encouragement to tickle her again.

			“So you agree, non-vows are a thing.”

			Stella rolled her eyes. “Do you expect me to say mine before or after you go down on me?”

			“During.” Theo’s smirk was both endearing and so unfairly sexy Stella felt heat starting to pool in her underwear all over again. “And if you stutter, I stop.”

			“That’s what you want to build our non-marriage on, huh?”

			Stella didn’t think she’d said something that could evoke the look of ardor on Theo’s face and the intensity she saw in her eyes took her by surprise. Theo’s kiss stole her breath. It was both passionate and sincere, Theo’s breath flowing into her mouth, Theo’s arms tightening around her waist, Theo’s fingers digging into her flesh through the knit layer of the sweater. When she released her, there was no trace of the levity they’d engaged in just seconds ago. “I want to build it on what we just did, Stells.”

			“And what’s that?”

			“Truth.”

			Truth. They had made no grand declarations. That wasn’t what their love was about. But they had been truthful with each other, probably for the first time ever, without the filter of fears none of them wanted to admit or projections they used as shields against the hurt.

			“I like that.” Stella kissed the tip of Theo’s nose. “And I’ll try not to stutter…”

			“You better.” Theo smirked. “You don’t want me to stop at the worst possible moment, do you?” Stella groaned when Theo bunched up her sweater, the warmth of her hands and the memory of that day when Theo edged her for hours conspiring to make her shiver despite the sudden heat that spread all over her skin like liquid fire.

			“Oh, are we starting now?”

			“Mhm.” Theo got her on her back before Stella could so much as blink.

			Thud. The sound of a heavy object hitting the floor coming from David’s room. Followed closely by David’s cursing. And a shriek. A tiny little baby shriek that echoed through the entire house like an old town clock signaling the beginning of a new day.

			Theo collapsed on top of Stella with a long-suffering groan. And Stella laughed, the whole situation just on the verge of absurd.

			“We’re never having one of those,” Theo said, voice muffled by Stella’s hair.

			“Put that in our non-vows.”

			Theo braced her upper body on her elbows until her eyes could meet Stella’s, their little inside joke already stoking the flames of amusement. “You sure, Stells? Those non-vows getting a little long for you…”

			“And who said I’d be the only one reciting them?” Stella had the element of surprise on her side. She wrapped both legs around Theo’s hips and quickly switched their position, watching entirely too self-satisfied how Theo’s mouth gaped in shock. “Now. Let’s start from the beginning.” She left a trail of open-mouthed kisses down the column of Theo’s throat, her hands already lowering the elastic waistband of her boxers. When she looked up, Theo was still contending with losing the upper hand so fast. It was Stella’s turn to smirk. “If you stutter, I stop.”
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