
        
            
                
            
        

    















TAKE TWO







ERICA GOODWIN


TAKE TWO

Copyright © 2026 by Erica Goodwin

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, events, or locales are entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any form whatsoever.

Content Warning: This novel includes mentions of domestic violence, alcohol consumption, explicit sexual acts, and profanity. Reader discretion is advised. 

First edition: February 2026

Cover Design by Ivanna Nashkolna

ISBN: 9798274700870











For the ones who find their always and forever, don’t let them go.
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ONE

GEMMA STRETCHED AWAKE, HER ARMS reaching for the upholstered headboard, feeling groggy that Monday morning. Sleep hadn’t come easily the night before, her mind churning with the same thoughts that had plagued her all weekend. She had been wandering through the park, taking in the early blooming flowers and warmer weather, but was unable to ignore the growing pit in her stomach as she witnessed the first signs of spring appearing around her. Winter had officially receded, signaling the upcoming wrap of another successful twenty-four episodes.

After six seasons, Gemma was reevaluating her career. Her agent, Eve, would be anticipating her response to the new offer soon, and she wasn’t sure why she found herself hesitating this time around. Signing on for another three seasons with a network television show should be making her ecstatic, not overwhelming her like this. Another three years guaranteed to provide a steady paycheck in the type of role that she had dreamed of while trudging through college-level acting classes and had perfected, after being cast as a lead six years ago. But now, Gemma would rather stay in bed than confront the day ahead of her. 

Clank!

Gemma sat up, startled to hear a cabinet in her kitchen close. Surely no one else was in her apartment, considering that she was very single and lived alone.

Within her bedroom, a sliver of faint sunlight leaked around the edges of her blackout blinds. Gemma sank back into her bed, not ready to let her eyes adjust to the light quite yet. The noise had probably come from another apartment.

Woosh!

This time, she knew that she had heard her refrigerator door close, followed by a waft of a particular smell that filled her nostrils. Was that coffee?

Gemma jumped up, a crunch coming from underneath her feet as she stepped on the script scattered out on the floor from the previous night. Catching a quick glimpse of her reflection in the mirror, Gemma saw her wild dark waves in a tangled halo around her face. Grabbing the first thing on her nightstand and trudging through the piles of dirty laundry, she padded down the short hallway. With the cold tiles beneath her bare feet, she swung the long, cylindrical weapon held tightly in her hand over her head, ready to fight the intruder.

“What the hell, Gem, are you going to vibrate me to death?” The woman in Gemma’s kitchen lifted her arms in front of her face as Gemma wielded the Magic Wand above her head, taking aim. “Did you really think someone would break into your apartment and brew you a fresh pot of coffee?” She pointed to where the machine sat on the white-and-gray marbled countertop.

Gemma eyed her best friend, all sharp angles and blonde ambition, looking every inch the real estate shark next to her own rough morning state. Gemma stood, feeling slightly self-conscious now in an oversized T-shirt with a hole in the armpit. Pale from the endless winter months, her long legs poked out from an old pair of boxers.

“Hayley… what are you doing here? And what time is it?” Gemma disarmed the vibrator, placing it down onto the island anchored in the open kitchen.

“It’s six-thirty and I’m here for coffee.” Hayley raised her full cup with a look that suggested it was obvious. With a playful shrug of surrender, she lifted the pot of black caffeine and poured Gemma a mug of her own. Moving over to the cushioned ivory seat at the long, walnut table, Hayley sat down, pushing a pile of unopened mail out of her way.

Outside, the city was just waking up. The distant hum of traffic filtered through the windows as Gemma dragged herself over to where her freshly poured coffee sat next to the mason jar that held her sugar. She added a splash of the oat vanilla creamer that she always kept on hand. Closing her eyes, she slowly sipped her favorite morning indulgence and felt it warm her throat. 

“We swapped spare keys for emergencies only.”

“This is an emergency. I was out of beans for my espresso machine, and I have an early meeting,” Hayley said as she typed feverishly on her phone.

Gemma rolled her eyes while her best friend wasn’t paying attention.

“I can feel that.” Hayley looked up from the screen. “You’re acting like I’ve never come into your apartment unannounced before.”

Gemma shuffled to sit across from Hayley at the table, tucking her leg up onto the chair.

“Believe me, I’m the last one that needs reminding.” Gemma winced from the recalled horror of when Hayley waltzed into her dorm room unannounced during their freshman year at The University of Pennsylvania, only to find Gemma naked and straddling her girlfriend. Friendship boundaries were nonexistent between the two women.

Hayley blew an air kiss at Gemma. “I didn’t mean to scare you, though. We’ve been having coffee basically every morning since we met at The Williams Café the first week of freshman orientation, so it shouldn’t be a total surprise that I’m here.”

Looking back, Gemma and Hayley had had a fast-blooming friendship. Their morning coffee ritual before classes had only been the beginning. Their bond had quickly evolved into giggling movie nights, bleary-eyed study sessions, and sticky hole-in-the-wall bars, turning the two dorm neighbors into lifelong friends. Not much had changed since those days, only now they had traded in their textbooks and essays for television scripts and real estate contracts. The liquor had become top shelf, and their dormitories had been upgraded to twin apartments in the West Village of New York City.

They had refused to part ways after college graduation, so the two women had moved into new homes next door to each other in a beautiful four-story building that Hayley’s father had just renovated. The apartments were nearly identical, each measuring fourteen hundred square feet. They included two bedrooms, one bathroom, and an open floor plan that showcased both the exposed red brick in the kitchen and the floor-to-ceiling windows in the living room, allowing the entire space to soak in the evening golden light. Some nights, Gemma would just lie on her couch in silence, gazing out through the glass at the city beyond as the buildings sparkled in the dark sky.

Hayley looked up at Gemma. “Everything okay? You look exhausted.”

Gemma stayed abnormally quiet. “I’m fine.”

Hayley glared at Gemma and, with her eyes, said, Come on, I know you better than that.

“It’s just work.”

Gemma was an actress on the hit network show NYPD Intelligence, serving as the second-in-command on the detective squad. During filming, there were so many episodes that it didn’t leave much time for her to take on any other jobs or to have a personal life, for that matter. They shot for at least seven months out of the year and sometimes worked up to sixteen hours per day. One time, they were on set for eighteen hours in the below-freezing temperatures during New York’s coldest winter. Even on the toughest days, though, Gemma loved acting.

Gemma took a big inhale before a slow exhale. “I’m so tired of Derek’s shit on set.” Derek had been cast as the head detective, Gemma’s counterpart in the television series, and interactions with him were often both unpleasant and inescapable. “He won’t stop hitting on me, and he takes any chance he gets to criticize my delivery of a line. He’s just an asshole.” Between the excessive amount of hair gel and the Axe Body Spray, Gemma wasn’t the only one who tried to stay away from the older, misogynistic man. 

Just last week, Derek had found her during one of their breaks on set to tell her that he had gone to speak to the executive producers about their characters having a relationship. Not only would that be a confusing twist to the show, but it also wouldn’t make any sense for their storyline. He had then gone on to explicitly clarify that he wanted the excuse to kiss her and do a sex scene with her. He had said that, given the chance, he’d be able to “change her mind” about being a lesbian. In that moment, she had never wanted to slap someone across the face so badly.

Gemma couldn’t tell her friend this, or she suspected that Hayley would find Derek, possibly have some words with him, and then definitely do the slapping on Gemma’s behalf. As invigorating as that would be to watch, Gemma believed that the only way to deal with a pig like Derek was to ignore him.

“That piece of shit. I’ll destroy that guy.”

Gemma smiled softly at the lack of hesitation in her best friend’s voice. She loved how unwaveringly supportive Hayley always was.

“Why haven’t you said something to me before about this?” Hayley questioned. “That’s a lot to deal with by yourself.”

“Honestly, I just didn’t want to give him any more of my energy. I figured that the best way to move on would be to let it roll off my shoulders and try not to think about him.”

Hayley reached across the table and laid her hand on top of Gemma’s. “Well, you know that I’m always here if you need to vent.”

“Thanks, Hay. As annoying as Derek is, though, he’s not the only reason that work has been getting to me recently.” Gemma looked down into her almost empty cup while she gathered her next thought, one that she hadn’t said out loud yet to anyone. “I’m bored. Don’t get me wrong, I’m so grateful for this show and for all of its success. Having a leading role for six years has been huge for me, but I’m ready to do something different. I landed NYPD right after graduation, and I’ve been locked into it ever since. I’ve never gotten to try a new character. I just feel so trapped.”

Gemma felt the weight on her chest lift slightly as she confided in Hayley. Maybe finally expressing these feelings would give her the push that she had been needing to make her next move. She just wasn’t sure which direction would be the right one.

“Have you told Eve this so that she can get you other auditions?” Hayley asked, jumping into her Type A planning mode.

Eve was an audacious woman who had signed Gemma to Elite Talent Agency when she moved to NYC. Within weeks, Eve had secured Gemma’s future on NYPD Intelligence. She had realized just how good an agent Eve was when Gemma’s salary increased exponentially after the first season and then continued to rise with the success of the show and her character’s popularity.

“Yeah, I brought it up to her a few months ago. She even got me an audition for a movie. A romance set in the 1970s. I tried out for the supporting role. The character was written to be openly queer, even though same-sex relationships were illegal back then. So it was this whole ‘forbidden love’ drama set to shoot here in the city.”

Hayley wiggled her eyebrows at Gemma. “That sounds hot.”

Gemma sighed. “I already found out that I didn’t get the part.”

“I’m sorry, Gem. Hang in there, you’re a great actress, and people will see that you can play more than just a bad ass detective.”

Gemma took a sip of her now lukewarm coffee. “I hope you’re right. I wanted it so bad. It was the perfect part for me, but I shouldn’t have gotten my hopes up. I’ve never been in a movie before.”

“The right role will find you, I truly believe that.” Hayley narrowed her eyes. “Why do I feel like you aren’t telling me anything lately? You know that I would have been there for you when you found out. Did I lose my best friend title or something?”

“You know that no one will ever take that from you.” Gemma leaned in. “I think I was just nervous to say something and jinx it. Then when I didn’t get the part, I was too embarrassed to tell you.”

“I can understand that, but you know you can tell me these things. I’ll always be here for you.”

Gemma smiled, knowing without a doubt that no words were ever more true.

“So, how’s the queen of New York real estate?” Gemma asked, ready to change the topic as they finished their morning coffee.

Hayley had joined her dad after college in their family business. He purchased and remodeled the buildings that she would then sell. 

“I’m great! I just closed on an eleven-million-dollar brownstone on the Upper East Side, and soon I’ll be busy selling the luxury condos my dad is renovating in Brooklyn.”

“That’s amazing, Hay! I’m so proud of you.” Gemma beamed. “Your dad’s lucky to have such an incredible saleswoman for a daughter. You two are the best duo in the country.”

“Thanks.” Hayley was a confident woman, but when it came to receiving compliments, she always turned shy. “We are a good team, and I’m so grateful I have him, but between his projects and my clients, I have been spending more and more time at the office. I miss having a life, going out, and having fun.” Hayley had a sudden flash of inspiration. “Let’s do something tonight! We are long overdue for a night out.”

“As much as I’m all in for that plan,” Gemma caught Hayley’s eye roll at the sarcasm dripping from her voice. “I can’t. We’re working overnight for the next episode. A murder in the park.” 

“You say ‘murder’ so casually.” Hayley laughed. “Okay, well, drinks soon. I need to get laid, and I already know you haven’t been on a date since Rebecca, which was how long ago?”

“Seven months.” The number jumped out at Gemma because it had been right before the current season started filming. Her friend had set her up, and it hadn’t been the worst date she had ever been on, but Gemma decided to take a break from dating afterward.

“Exactly.”

“Okay, fine. It’s been a while, but I’ve been busy.” In reality, Gemma had been actively avoiding her love life. No matter how tired she was of waking up alone, adding “meet future wife” to her schedule had felt like another role that she didn’t have time to play. The whole routine of meeting up with a stranger, making small talk, hoping for a spark, and ending up with either disappointment or a forgettable hookup… well, it was soul-sucking. She had lost the taste for that lifestyle.

“Gem, you haven’t gotten serious with a woman since we were nineteen, and I get it. It ended horribly. But at some point, you have to give someone else a chance.”

“I just haven’t met the right woman yet.” That might have been part of the truth, but the other half of it was that Gemma hadn’t gotten over how badly she had been hurt. Anytime a woman got too close to her and showed signs of wanting to take things further than casual dating, she bailed. Her best friend was right. It didn’t matter how beautiful or kind the woman was, she just couldn’t let them entirely in. 

“We’ll keep working on that. For now, you have me, and I love the crap out of you.” Hayley quickly placed her cup in the kitchen sink and kissed Gemma on the cheek. “I have to run to my first appointment, but we’re going out soon, so be ready. Have a good night at work and catch all the bad guys!”

After Hayley had closed the front door behind her, Gemma curled up on her worn beige couch. Pulling her knees into her chest under the soft terracotta blanket, her thoughts began to run in circles. Emergency sirens in the distance provided a soundtrack to match her chaotic mind. The truth was, she longed for that missing piece in her life—a woman she could fall deeply, wildly in love with. Someone to steal away on impromptu summer weekends by the beach, to hibernate with in a mountain cabin when the snow falls, and to spend quiet Sunday mornings beside reading pages that have nothing to do with work. Someone who could not only tolerate her long days away, but who would celebrate her career. Someone she would get down on one knee for. Raise at least two children with. If her wife wanted more, she’d be open to driving a minivan full of kids to soccer practice one day. As an only child, Gemma had always yearned for a built-in best friend. She would give that to her kids.

At twenty-eight years old, Gemma’s life had become stagnant. Had she allowed her career to replace love? Could she be content with NYPD Intelligence and Derek, continuing to live every day the same as the last?

With a shock, Gemma realized that her lust for life had slipped away in the past few years without her notice. She used to wake up feeling limitless, intent on experiencing every thrill that life had to offer. She wanted that spark back. She wanted to live. She wasn’t sure what exactly that would look like yet, but she was determined to find out. After a long nap, of course. She had a murder to solve tonight.


TWO

CAITLIN WAS ON SET IN Los Angeles, filming her new blockbuster movie at Warner Bros. Studios. The action movie, Ticket to Rio, also promised elements of romance and comedy. It would be the sequel to her previously successful film, Ticket to Tokyo.

Caitlin and her co-star, Brad King, had become the talk of Hollywood last year following the first release. As one might guess, their respective characters had fallen in love with each other while on an ill-fated adventure to save the world. It had soon become clear, however, that the whispers of an on-set romance had not just been rumors.

During their months of filming in Japan, the actors had developed an authentic relationship. After spending countless hours at work together and rehearsing lines late into the night, their friendship had begun to grow. Plus, at six foot two with a prominent eight-pack of abs, dark hair, and blue eyes, Brad wasn’t so bad to look at, either.

The highly anticipated sequel began filming in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, in October. After taking a break for the holidays and Caitlin’s twenty-ninth birthday, they were now back on set in California and nearing completion. 


It was mid-March, and spring in LA was Caitlin’s favorite time of the year. The sun was shining, yet the temperature remained at a perfect seventy degrees. They had been stuck indoors working on a sound stage all week, but Caitlin had taken every opportunity to sneak out the side door for a moment in the fresh air that smelled of the new season, carrying the scents of blooming jasmine and citrus trees.

“That last scene was awesome, Cait,” Brad said as he perched his foot on the edge of a gray stone structure, leaning forward on his knee with his bicep bulging from his white tank top. “You looked hot when you jumped sideways to shoot that guy behind me.”

“Thanks, you were great too.” Caitlin swept her short auburn locks over her shoulder.

“I’ll let you ladies finish your lunch, see you in a bit.” Brad winked at Caitlin before he strutted away across the small patch of green grass.

“Oo, it’s gettin’ hot in here.” The woman seated next to Caitlin, eating her lunch on the iconic F.R.I.E.N.D.S. fountain, began to sing as she fanned herself.

Caitlin laughed. “Do you always have to speak in song lyrics?”

“Obviously, you already know the answer to that.” Maddie took a bite of her Uncle Paulie’s Italian cold cut sandwich. “It’s my love language.”

“Words of affirmation and Nelly lyrics are not the same.”

Maddie waved her hand at Caitlin, dismissing her. “Don’t try to change the subject. Brad definitely wants to get back together with you. Why aren’t you dating him again?” Her best friend had been utterly baffled when she broke up with Brad in the first place.

After Caitlin and Brad had been together for only seven months, she had called it quits. They had a shared attraction for each other, and flirting was never in short supply. Their on-screen chemistry was undeniable, ultimately making them better coworkers than a couple. Caitlin hadn’t felt that spark. She hadn’t been in love with Brad, at least not in the way she had wanted. She had wanted to feel an obsession—a deep need to be together—and an ache whenever they were apart. But when she realized that she felt just as lonely in bed beside Brad as she did on the nights that he was away, Caitlin knew that her heart wasn’t in it.

“We’ve been over this.” Caitlin slouched. “I care about Brad. We’re good friends, but the relationship was all work, parties, and sex. That isn’t the future I want.”

“Screw the future.” Maddie threw her pile of napkins into the air. Actresses were so dramatic. “He’s cute, and he wants you. What more do you need?”

Caitlin was suddenly swept back in time as she thought about the one person that she compared all other relationships to. Her fixation on the past wasn’t healthy, her therapist continued to remind her, but Caitlin couldn’t help it. She knew that she had once experienced love in its truest form, and with that same level of certainty, she knew that she had not felt that adoration ever since. The inexplicable type of love that had made Caitlin add a small splash of oat vanilla creamer to her coffee every morning for years, even though she preferred to drink it black. After feeling that, every other relationship had fallen short.

Caitlin had found herself drifting back in time more often recently. In her spare moments on set, her mind would wander back to the golden-brown eyes that had found her own on the first day of her sophomore year at Westmore High School. Those warm, defiant eyes had belonged to a girl with thick, straight, black hair swept and secured tightly in a ponytail, falling down her neck. She had smooth, tanned skin and a smile that melted Caitlin’s insides like an ice cube in the desert on a hot day. By the end of that school year, the lean, athletic figure of that girl would be flooding Caitlin’s teenage mind at the most inopportune moments. It had distracted her from many slow afternoon classes, turning her school notes into more doodles and song lyrics than the facts she should have been learning. She would smile softly, holding on to those innocent memories of her first love—the ones she’d long ago promised herself to never forget.

The pain of losing that love had dulled as time passed, along with the guilt that had tormented Caitlin after the breakup. That girl, her girl, had now become a woman, a stranger on the other side of the country. But Caitlin still held space in her heart for who they had been together during their teenage years—daring, bold, and pure. She had cut off contact after the split, needing air to let the wounds heal, but Caitlin had not been able to stop herself from watching every single NYPD Intelligence episode as they aired. The show had been her weakness, a visceral reminder of what she had lost. These days, however, it no longer felt like torture to watch the detective squad solve New York’s fictional crimes.

“I don’t want erratic nights of drinking and one-night stands anymore, Mads. I want someone I can share my life with.”

“Pfft. We’ve been best friends since you moved here nine years ago, so I know for a fact that you have definitely not taken advantage of being hot, rich, and famous. You could be out there getting anyone you want. You have your whole life to settle down, but you’re only young once.”

Clichéd or not, Maddie was right. Caitlin had moved to LA and thrown herself into her career. And Maddie would know. She had been the first person Caitlin met after arriving in California when she landed a role starring in a new romantic comedy called Plan C, prompting her to make the move across the country from where she had grown up in Pennsylvania.

After Caitlin signed with her agent, Sandy, immediately following her securing a part in her first movie, Sandy suggested that she meet with another client who was looking for a roommate. And since Caitlin had nowhere to live, she met Maddie for a drink, and the second they started talking, they realized how much they had in common. They were two bright-eyed actresses trying to find their way in Hollywood, connecting them on a level that not many could understand. More than that, however, they had discovered their shared joy for partying, binge-watching crime TV shows, and sleeping in on their days off. They were both fiercely loyal to the people they loved. Most importantly, they were both hopeless romantics, daydreaming of their future wives even while they reveled in the fun of Hollywood.

Maddie was a year and a half younger than her, and even though that wasn’t much of an age gap, Caitlin had quickly assumed the role of the protective older sister. Though Maddie was blonder, bubblier, and slightly shorter than Caitlin, the two became one unit. Nine times out of ten, you wouldn’t see one woman without the other. And when Caitlin’s career took off after Plan C’s enormous success, Maddie’s career hadn’t been far behind. Caitlin had gotten her best friend a role in every movie that she starred in, including Ticket to Rio and Ticket to Tokyo. Maddie played the same leading villain in both, returning for revenge in the film that they were currently shooting.

“I’ve had my fair share of rendezvous since I moved here, thank you very much. But I don’t want that anymore. Not to mention, I’m not exactly in a position to go out with random people.”

There had been a period of fleeting affairs here and there when Caitlin hadn’t been too busy working, but once her first movie had been a box-office hit, her attempts at casual dating had come to an end. She had become too well-known to have hasty flings with strangers. Caitlin hadn’t stopped dating entirely, though. In addition to it becoming more difficult to find time in her increasingly busy schedule, it had now required more effort to ensure that her private moments wouldn’t become a scandal in the tabloids. Eventually, the forced logistics of love had worn on Caitlin, and she had left the idea behind her.

Maddie huffed as if she didn’t believe Caitlin. “I get it, you’re a big celebrity and that’s a tough life you live, but you have got to get back out there and start coming out with me again. I miss the Louise to my Thelma.” In the early years after Caitlin moved to LA, the duo went out often, spending many late nights bouncing between the Viper Room, the Rainbow Bar, and Whisky a Go Go on Sunset Boulevard.

Her friend, reading the expression on her face, said, “You can’t even come up with an excuse because you know you want to let loose like we used to.” 

Caitlin fought hard to stop the grin from forming as she thought of the fun… okay, trouble the two used to get into. “Maybe I could use a night out.”

“Hell yeah!” Maddie triumphantly cheered. “We’re hitting Hollywood and will not end up drunk at Café 101 because you, my friend, are going to take someone home with you. Or go back to their place, whichever.”

Caitlin was over being reminded how celibate she was these days. “You seem to be very hung up on my sex life. Are you still sour about me not wanting to sleep with you, and this is you planting the seed for a second try?”

That one very drunken night during their first year living together had nothing to do with anything, but it was always a card Caitlin could play to push her friend’s buttons, quickly ending a conversation.

“You wish.” Maddie puckered her lips at Caitlin. “I’m just saying, it wouldn’t hurt for you to get your panties wet and live a little.”

Caitlin was living. Maybe not by Maddie’s standards, but she was content with her steady routine of going between the studio and home, spending her nights curled up on her couch with a glass of wine, far away from the flashing cameras. Sure, Caitlin wished there was someone she could come home to. That would probably require her to go out of her bubble a bit more often, though.

“Five minutes, girls.” The movie’s producer had walked over to where Maddie and Caitlin sat on the fountain.

They nodded as they gathered their belongings and headed over to the hair and makeup trailer for touch-ups.

“Cait, before we go back to work, I forgot to ask,” Maddie said as they sat down in glam next to one another. “When do you start that new movie in New York?”

“Last I heard, they still hadn’t set a date. I forget why, you know I don’t have much space in my brain these days for anything other than my current lines.”

“Well, let me know when you hear. I need to mentally prepare for the fact that you’ll be leaving me for three months. Plus, we need to go out at least once before you go.”

“You’re always my first call.” Caitlin smiled at her friend through the large horizontal mirror hanging in front of them.

This new movie would be the first one in years that she wouldn’t be able to take Maddie with her. They were both bummed about it because they loved working together, but Maddie no longer needed Caitlin’s help to get roles. Her career was doing great.

After they finished with touch-ups, the two headed to the set to film the last scene for the day. 

When Caitlin arrived home later that night, she went straight into her kitchen and inhaled the comforting scent of rosemary and old cork. She popped open a bottle of red wine and filled a long-stemmed glass halfway.

The interior of her home matched its Spanish-style exterior with white and brown hues. The kitchen housed a wine cellar that held at least a hundred bottles of red and white wine. She rarely made a dent in her supply, but her assistant insisted on keeping the racks full for the sake of aesthetics. Of course, it came in handy after a long day or when Maddie would come over to binge their favorite shows in Caitlin’s home theater.

Picking up the heavy pour of merlot, Caitlin headed into the living room and sank into her plush, cloud-like ivory couch. She didn’t see the point of all the burnt orange, sand, and deep olive throw pillows, but her interior designer had insisted that they were essential for bringing the space to life. Moving them out of the way to get more comfortable, Caitlin pressed the single button on the remote to turn on her fireplace. She was drained from her early call time that day, and her exhaustion only deepened as she remembered that she had to be back at six o’clock again the next morning. 

As Caitlin sipped her wine and the glow from the fire danced above the fake wood, her earlier conversation with Maddie filled the silence in her head. She looked around herself at the seven-thousand-square-foot home, tucked into the exclusive gated community of Mulholland Estates amongst the hills of Los Angeles, and felt a sense of loneliness.

She paused to admire a tall glass cabinet, where her gleaming Golden Globe Award stood beside a bronze BAFTA statue, a shimmering glass shooting star from the Critics’ Choice Awards, and two crystal People’s Choice Awards. Just beyond it, the adjacent wall was a gallery of movie posters, each one showcasing a chapter of her life.

Moments from each acting role filtered through her mind. Despite the skill she knew she possessed, she’d been typecast over and over again as the witty, bubbly, beautiful trophy. Caitlin wasn’t naïve. She knew that her all-American, girl-next-door looks had helped get her to Hollywood. But she had always hoped that one day, she would be known for her actual talent.

Caitlin had gotten everything that she had once dreamed of—recognition beyond her imagination, a home that looked as if it had been pulled from Architectural Digest, and indefinite financial security. Except now, after all these years of hard work and dedication to her career, she realized that none of it meant anything without someone to share it with.


THREE

“ROLL CAMERAS. SOUND READY?” THE assistant director checked that his crew was in place. “And action!” 

It was after midnight, and Gemma was working in Central Park. The night temperatures were still cool, but the added wind had made for a chilling scene when a group of kids spotted a lifeless body in the dark corner of the park, uncovering a new murder case for the NYPD’s detective squad.

Gemma was in the middle of filming a scene when her phone vibrated in her back pocket. It was usually on silent, given that they used their own phones as props in the show, but she must have forgotten to put it on Do Not Disturb. Who would even be calling her so late?

The consecutive beat distracted her again. A jolt of panic shot through Gemma—had something happened to her parents back in Pennsylvania? That fear was always lurking beneath the surface, a constant companion in her life. Her dad hadn’t been deployed in years, but the war had never really left him. Post-traumatic stress lingered, and working on the military base kept him close to both danger and triggers. He’d served his country for all of Gemma’s life, and even now, long after he had come home, the quiet hum of worry never stopped.

Her thoughts got the best of her, causing her to forget the next line, but thankfully, her co-star drew out their scripted pause to give her some time. Once the vibration stopped, Gemma quickly remembered her rehearsed words and returned to the matter at hand.

When the director yelled “Cut,” Gemma quickly ran off the set and checked her phone just as it began ringing again.

Relieved to see that it wasn’t her mom, she answered. “Eve, is everything okay?”

“Gemma! I’m sorry for all the calls. I know you’re working, but I needed to catch you tonight.”

Weird, Gemma thought to herself.

“What’s up?”

“You got a call-back!” Eve yelled into her ear. 

Gemma’s mind was playing catch-up. The distractions all around her were leaving no room to recall what Eve was referring to.

“But I haven’t auditioned for anything recently.”

“I just got a call from the casting producer on Forbidden Love. Gemma, you’re getting a second chance.”

“Wait, seriously?” Gemma was confused. None of this was making any sense. “I thought that I didn’t get the part.”

“They had chosen another actress at first because she had more movie credits, but they always felt that you were a better fit for the part. Now, the woman had to withdraw, and I heard that it was not by choice.” Eve lowered her voice as if she was letting Gemma in on a secret she wasn’t supposed to share. “Listen to this—during a recent interview, she got asked if she’d ever been interested in dating women, you know, since she has played so many queer women in films. And she gasped. Like, actually recoiled, as if the question itself had been offensive. Her literal words were ‘No, of course not, I don’t believe in that lifestyle.’ Needless to say, it didn’t go over well with the producers.”

“Holy shit.” Gemma couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She couldn’t decide whether to be mad about the homophobic comment or ecstatic that the other woman’s ignorance was about to land Gemma her biggest role yet. 

“That worked out well for me.” Gemma let out a small laugh.

“Gemma, this could be huge for you! They just need to make sure that you and the other lead actress have good chemistry. If it goes well, the part’s yours. Which is why I needed to catch you tonight. They want you to be there at eleven tomorrow morning. I’m sorry I couldn’t push it back, given your overnight schedule, but the other actress is flying in for it, and she only has a small window before she leaves. So, they wouldn’t budge on the time. Do you think you can swing this?”

“I’ll make it work.” Gemma was trying to contain her excitement, attempting not to draw attention from her coworkers nearby. “Nothing a shower and a few cups of coffee won’t be able to fix.” She would nail this chemistry read. This could actually be her chance. She couldn’t wait to tell Hayley.

“Great! I’ll text you all the info. Call me after. And I know you don’t need it, but good luck.”

“Reset, we’re going again!” Gemma heard her director shout to the cast as she ended the call.

Gemma got back into place to reshoot the scene, but even as the cold midnight dew soaked through her clothes, it was hard to control her happiness. She was going to get another chance to land her first role in a movie—a lesbian one at that. But she had to make it through work tonight first. Getting herself presentable without sleep would be a problem for later. The many all-nighters she had in college studying for finals had readily prepared her for times like this.

A WHOLE WORKDAY LATER, OR work night in Gemma’s case, and she was finally wrapped. It was eight in the morning, the sun just beginning to warm the day, so she still had three hours to get home and prepare for the chemistry read.

When Gemma made it back to her apartment, she decided that she had just enough time to get a little bit of rest. She went straight to her couch, knowing that if she got into her bed, she would end up taking more than a power nap. Setting the alarm to wake her up in an hour, Gemma placed her phone on silent and closed her eyes.

A knock at the door ripped Gemma from her sleep. She felt way too rested for only a quick snooze. She leaned over to where her cell phone sat on the coffee table and tapped the dark screen to check the time.

“Shit!” Gemma threw the fluffy blanket from her body as she jumped up, noticing that she had set the alarm for nine  p.m. instead of nine a.m.

Gemma sprinted into her bathroom, grabbed her toothpaste and toothbrush from where they were perched on the natural quartz vanity, and jumped into the shower. To save time, she cleaned her teeth and body under the freezing cold water without waiting for it to warm.

A second, louder knock on her apartment door sounded from the direction of the living room. Gemma had completely forgotten that someone was on the other side as the horror of being late had overtaken her. She stepped out of the shower, soaking wet, soap still lingering on her body, wrapped a towel around her chest, and walked fast toward the noise.

Checking through the peephole before ripping the door open, Gemma found Hayley pristine as always in her black suit, ready to take on the day. At least that made one of them.

“Sorry, I didn’t have my key on me, but I figured you’d still be awake from work.” Hayley walked in, slowly taking in Gemma’s state of panic. “What’s happening?”

“Fuck, Hay. I overslept. I have a chemistry read for that movie I told you about in less than an hour.”

“What? I thought you didn’t get the part?”

Gemma ran over to the coffee machine and scooped way too many dark grinds into the filter. “I didn’t, but Eve called me last night and said that the original lead has dropped out, so they want me to come in and test with the other actress to see if we’d be a good fit.”

“Oh my God, Gem, that’s amazing!” Hayley moved to where Gemma stood leaning against the marble countertop, drumming her fingers as she waited for the coffee to brew. She placed both hands on her friend’s shoulders to steady her. “Okay, take a breath. It’s fine. We got this. Where is it?”

Gemma took a long inhale before a slow exhale. “Midtown. 54th and 7th at eleven.”

Hayley checked the time on Gemma’s stovetop. It was ten-twenty. “Easy. It’s only twenty minutes away. Your hair still looks good from work, so just go throw on a little makeup, and get changed. I’ll make your coffee to go, and you’ll be there with time to spare.” 

Gemma wrapped her arms tightly around her best friend and gave her a peck on the cheek. “Thank you. You’re a lifesaver.”

Exactly seventeen minutes later, Gemma was jumping into a taxi and heading to her audition. She sat stiffly in the back of the yellow cab, her fingers curled tight around a warm UPenn travel mug as the city blurred past the window. 

In her rush, she had almost forgotten to be nervous. But now, as she caught her breath on the black vinyl backseat, the weight of the moment began to hit her. She’d spent the last six years buried in NYPD Intelligence. The job paid well enough, sure, but it had started to feel like a slow suffocation, each day a repetition of the last and every episode a reminder of all the opportunities she was missing out on. Now, with the chemistry read just blocks away, the possibility of escape pressed against her ribs like a second heartbeat. If she landed this role, she would finally be able to break free from Derek and from the demands of network television. Maybe she would even have time to date again.

She made it to the address that Eve had texted to her with three minutes to spare. Pausing at the main entrance of the building, she took a sip of the strong caffeine, smoothed out her shirt, and headed inside.

When Gemma reached the third floor, an assistant was waiting by the elevator.

“We’re ready for you, Miss Quinn. Here’s the scene you’ll be reading today.” She handed Gemma a piece of paper before turning on her heel to head down the hallway. 

As Gemma followed, she looked down and scanned the words on the page, trying to prepare for the scene that she’d be reading in a matter of minutes. She realized that they had arrived in the audition room when Gemma heard voices greet her, causing her head to lift in the direction of the noise.

Her entire body froze.

A tall woman with auburn hair stood a few paces away, her posture relaxed as she faced the panel of producers on the other side of the room. Gemma’s gaze had found her instantly, her heart skipping a beat. She heard the faint noise of crinkling as her hands began to shake, forgetting the paper between her fingers. The woman had not turned around when Gemma entered the room, but she knew—that careful confidence, that poise—she would never mistake the woman suddenly standing before her.

“Gemma Quinn, this is Caitlin Stone. Caitlin, this is Gemma.” The woman gestured between the two of them, waving Gemma further into the room. She was rooted in the doorway, unable to will her feet forward. “You’ll both be reading today for Kate and Sarah in Forbidden Love.” 

Gemma hadn’t seen or heard from Caitlin since they had broken up in college. From then on, she had done her best to avoid anything Caitlin-related. But with her ex-girlfriend now a movie star, that was nearly impossible. Never by choice, the paparazzi shots of Caitlin had always found her—on social media, in glossy magazines, splashed across digital billboards in the city. Every glimpse had made her stomach turn.

Nine years later, Gemma felt an old anger rise. It had surged through her chest the moment that Caitlin turned around, like her body remembered the heartbreak before her mind could catch up. Bright blue eyes met hers, wide with surprise, and Gemma hated how familiar they felt. Hated how easily they pulled her in, like nothing had changed. Like Caitlin hadn’t shattered her.

Gemma’s jaw clenched. Caitlin’s full lips parted, stunned, as if she had the right to be shocked. As if she hadn’t been the one who had ended things, leaving Gemma to stitch herself back together in silence. At least the mirrored look on Caitlin’s face proved that Gemma was not the only one struggling to gain composure. 

Her gaze dropped, unbidden, tracing the lines of Caitlin’s tall, lean body. Her breath hitched, memories clawing their way to the surface of nights spent tangled in sheets, of whispered promises that had clearly meant nothing. She shook her head, hard, forcing herself back into the present. They’d been standing there too long, suspended in the stillness that had become noticeable.

Gemma straightened her spine, lifted her chin, and stepped forward. Every movement was forced, her face a blank mask. She wanted this role, and she wouldn’t let Caitlin ruin it, no matter how pissed off she was. She would not give the directors any reason to second-guess their decision to call her. It would be simple. She was an actress, so that’s what she would do, damn it. She would act as if Caitlin were just another scene partner, a stranger. The reality wasn’t that far off.

“Hi,” Caitlin said softly as she stared at Gemma.

“Caitlin.” Gemma’s greeting was flat as she made her way closer to her ex. “It’s nice to meet you.” She had said those words once before but now repeating them almost made bile rise to her throat.

Gemma never could have prepared herself for this. Caitlin’s appearance had hit her like a rogue wave, dragging her under before she could catch a breath. How the hell could she feign love on camera when she couldn’t even stand to look at the woman in front of her?

“Okay, let’s get started. I’m going to have you both act out this scene so that I can get a feel for your dynamic,” the director announced.

Gemma drew an unsteady breath, willing herself to stay collected. She could do this. She could pull this off. It would just demand every shred of strength that she had and every acting trick she’d ever learned.

They stumbled through the first few lines, the weight of their history thick in the air. But as the scene unfolded, something shifted. Gemma effortlessly transformed into Sarah, a woman being left behind. The heartbreak, the longing, the anguish. This wasn’t acting for Gemma. This was muscle memory.

“What do you mean you can’t see me anymore? I thought we had something special.” Gemma was giving the best performance of her life, each word threaded with genuine heartache.

“We can’t drag out the inevitable any longer,” Caitlin said in character, shifting her weight. She wouldn’t make eye contact with Gemma.

“No, this can’t be the end. Why are you doing this, Kate?” Gemma’s voice had turned desperate, pleading.

“My husband found out about us. I could lose everything, Sarah, please understand. I had to make a choice.” Caitlin stumbled over the last few words.

Well, isn’t that ironic? Gemma’s inner voice was too loud to ignore.

“I can’t lose you.” Gemma felt the tears well behind her eyes.

“I’m sorry, Sarah,” Caitlin spoke softly, desperately searching Gemma’s face for understanding. For forgiveness. Her blue eyes rippled with anguish.

When Gemma didn’t respond, Caitlin reluctantly turned and strode away, effectively ending the scene. Gemma couldn’t move, a chasm opening within her chest as she watched Caitlin’s auburn hair swing over her shoulder. It was shorter now—so familiar, yet jarringly different. Caitlin’s exit, scripted or not, hit Gemma like a blow to the stomach.


FOUR

Two Days Before the Reunion

AFTER ANOTHER EXHAUSTING DAY AT work, Caitlin had decided that her best friend was right. She needed to go out and have a little fun. Picking up her phone, she shot off a quick text.

Caitlin: Hey Mads, SH for drinks tonight?

Maddie: I thought you'd never ask.

Caitlin called her assistant, Lara, and asked her to arrange a driver for the night and call ahead to the club. Lara had been with Caitlin for five years, and Caitlin couldn’t imagine life without her. Lara was, without question, the best assistant she’d ever had.

Lara kept Caitlin’s daily life running smoothly—stocking her refrigerator and pantry with groceries, managing her household staff and vendors, keeping her calendar meticulously updated, coordinating her appointments, and fielding emails. And those were just the tasks that Caitlin noticed. She was sure that Lara took care of even more behind the scenes. She was Caitlin’s saving grace, always anticipating her needs before Caitlin herself even recognized them.

Two hours later, they were pulling into the underground garage of the sleek high-rise building on Sunset Boulevard. Caitlin got out at the valet parking service and headed up the elevator to meet Maddie in the main room of Soho House West Hollywood. This members-only club was Caitlin’s usual choice for last-minute drinks. They were reliable, discreet, and always willing to make space for her. Most nights, she could slip in unnoticed and leave without ever drawing attention.

Caitlin walked through the thick scent of honeyed California citrus and white gardenia. The wafts of musky cologne and the sharp tang of gin curled into Caitlin’s nose as she wove through the clusters of Hollywood creatives. Some were clearly dressed to impress, while others were still in their business casual clothes from the workday. She slid onto the dark sofa tucked into the corner of the room, the spot offering a small degree of privacy. With her back to the restaurant, she settled in quietly.

While she waited for Maddie, Caitlin gazed through the floor-to-ceiling windows in front of her. She admired the city lights glittering against the clear night sky, their reflections dancing like fireflies on the glass. This was one of her favorite views of Los Angeles. Around her, the low hum of conversation, bursts of laughter, and the delicate chime of clinking glasses wove together in a warm, comforting symphony. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea to leave her house every now and then.

Before she knew it, a voice caught her attention from behind. “I guess my pep talk the other day really got through to you.”

“I’m not sure if your reminder of how long it’s been since I’ve slept with someone constitutes a ‘pep talk,’” Caitlin said as Maddie made herself comfortable on the stiff brown leather chair across from her. “Maybe I just wanted to have a drink with my best friend.”

“Sure.” Maddie waved her hand, not believing a word Caitlin was saying, just as the waitress approached. “Can we have one scotch on the rocks with a twist and one whiskey neat, please?”

The woman nodded and walked back toward the bar, leaving the two of them to continue their conversation.

“Well, I for one am happy that you got out of that big empty house. I’ve missed those crazy nights we used to have together. God, all those Hollywood Hills parties were wild.” Maddie’s gaze blurred, trying to recall their early twenties.

Caitlin laughed, knowing neither of them had very clear memories of those outings. She could vaguely recollect arriving at each mansion hidden in the hills, but by the time they left, they would stumble out arm-in-arm, giggling as the sun was rising the next morning. She shook her head, grateful that they had somehow always made it home safely.

“Those were some good times. Until you would inevitably ditch me for another woman.” Caitlin sighed dramatically.

For as long as Caitlin had known her, Maddie had always been magnetic. Everyone, especially women, gravitated toward her charming friend. She wasn’t a player—not exactly—but she thrived in the limelight. Caitlin knew that Maddie was just waiting for the right person to stick. That’s why she went out so much more often than Caitlin did, hoping each night might lead to something real, even if it only lasted a few hours.

“Cheers.” Caitlin clinked her glass of scotch to Maddie’s.

“To Thelma and Louise back out on the scene,” Maddie added. The film about two best friends was the first movie Caitlin and Maddie watched the night Caitlin moved in, which was fitting for their budding friendship. Minus the outlaw part, but the nicknames for each other stuck anyway. “And I never ditched you. I distinctly remember leaving you to your own pursuits. You were never alone.” She winked at Caitlin.

A few hours in, Caitlin was already feeling the buzz from her third drink when a group of men nearby sent another round to their table. She drank that one too, of course, and now it was absolutely time to head home before tomorrow turned into a hungover disaster.

“I’m heading out.”

“Noooo!” Maddie cried out. “Stay! One more drink.”

“No more drinks. We have work tomorrow, and I’m already drunk.” Caitlin stood up, reeling from the four drinks. “I’m definitely out of here.”

Caitlin hugged her best friend and made her way toward the exit, leaving Maddie behind to seduce a woman she had spotted earlier alone at the bar.

Once she was home, the first thing Caitlin did was pour a tall glass of water and throw back two Advil. Once she made it into her on-suite bathroom in her primary bedroom, she washed her face, brushed her teeth, completed her nightly routine of serums and creams, and then headed into her walk-in closet to grab pajamas. She flipped on the light and pulled out the clothes from the top drawer of the island. As she slipped into her soft pink organic cotton pants with the matching short-sleeved top, her eyes wandered to the section of long jackets in the back.

Caitlin’s heart hammered in her chest as she remembered the last time that she had pulled out the large frame that was hidden behind the overcoats. It had been six years ago, after a spontaneous trip to Pennsylvania that hadn’t ended the way she had hoped. When she got home, she had almost angrily thrown it into the big dumpster outside. But instead, she had hidden it where she would never have to see it.

Now, with her bare feet sinking into the plush carpet and the warm buzz of alcohol softening her edges, Caitlin felt pulled toward the corner as if a neon sign flashed with temptation. The devil on her shoulder urged her to dive into nostalgia, to revisit the embrace of those honey-brown eyes. But the angel on her other side begged for caution, reminding Caitlin just how badly the wound had hurt.

Before Caitlin could change her mind, she pulled out the poster-sized rectangle and uncovered the frame that she had taken from her college dorm room after leaving her sophomore year. A scattered collection of her past appeared in color before her eyes, revealing everything she had lost from another life.

Caitlin’s breath caught as she traced the edges of the photo collage with her eyes. There they were, she and Gemma, immortalized in youth. Laughing in Westmore’s quad, legs intertwined, and Spanish notes scattered around the grass. Posing front-to-back in matching royal blue at their senior prom. She remembered that Gemma had insisted on blue, saying that the color made Caitlin’s eyes irresistible. Her heart throbbed. And there was the one from their last summer together, tangled in blankets on a rainy afternoon, arms wrapped around each other. The girls in these photos were so vibrant that it almost hurt to look at them. Their smiles had been effortless then, untouched by the weight of what was to come.  

She felt the ache settle in her chest, quiet and familiar. She missed them. Not just Gemma, but herself, too. Caitlin missed the version of herself that had existed in those moments—the girl who had still believed in forever. 

A ringing on Caitlin’s phone in the bedroom pulled her out of her nostalgic spiral.

She wasn’t exactly sure what time it was, but it had to be after one o’clock in the morning, considering that she had left Soho House around twelve-thirty. Not many people called Caitlin this late, so she knew that the universe was trying to protect her from traveling further down memory lane. She threw the old blanket back over the photo frame and pushed it deep into the closet.

“Hey Sandy,” Caitlin greeted her agent. “Do you ever sleep?”

“You know I can’t disclose if I’m a vampire. I need you to clear your weekend plans.”

Caitlin sighed. “Do I have to? I was planning on relaxing since it’s my last two days off until this movie wraps.” Her agent and public relations team were always sending her to events that she didn’t want to attend.

“Yes, you do, because you have a flight to New York.”

Caitlin was lost. “Why?”

“Your chemistry read for Forbidden Love.” Nothing Sandy was saying made any sense.

“But I already got the part.” 

“You did. That hasn’t changed. But unfortunately, there was a, um, problem with your co-star. She will no longer be doing the film. The producers have already found someone else, but they need you to go in and read with her replacement. It’s just to make sure the chemistry works, you know how it is. Hopefully, once that’s settled, shooting will finally get started. I’ll send the flight info to you and Lara as soon as I have it.”

Flying across the country again for this movie was not something that Caitlin particularly wanted to do, but unfortunately, it was part of the job. The production team was in New York, so she had to suck it up and go whenever they needed her. This role could change the course of her career, so she’d do anything that they asked of her.

“Thanks, Sandy.” 

When Caitlin got the offer a few months ago, she had been thrilled. But nerves soon began to lace her excitement as she realized the impact this film could have on her career. This wasn’t just another job. It was a chance to break free from the box that the industry had kept her in for years.

The Ticket to Rio producers had promised to be different, but in the end, the only difference between this movie and every other had been an increase in jungle scenes and a decrease in clothing. Forbidden Love, though, could be career-defining. No special effects, no stunt doubles, no jokes made at her character’s expense. This was a script with moral complexity and emotional depth. It was the kind of role that could shift how Hollywood saw her, not just as a pretty face, but as a serious performer capable of nuance and vulnerability. It could change everything. 

CAITLIN LANDED IN NEW YORK that Saturday evening with a stomach tangled in a ball of nerves. She always felt unsettled here, in the city that had become home to her ex-girlfriend. While NYC was undoubtedly big enough for them both, there was always a slim chance of an encounter that Caitlin wasn’t ready for. If she were being honest with herself, there had been times when she wished the universe would make the two of them cross paths again. Not because she felt ready. She knew she wasn’t. She had no idea what she’d even say to Gemma if fate made them bump into each other on a New York City sidewalk. Assuming that Gemma would even stop to talk to her. The thought made her queasy with guilt. Knowing that she would only be in town for a night, she reassured herself that the odds of confronting her past during this particular trip were unlikely. She would allow herself to worry the next time she returned to Manhattan for the scheduled three months of filming.

THE FOLLOWING MORNING, CAITLIN ARRIVED for the chemistry read fifteen minutes early. She wanted to make this as quick as possible so that she could get back to LA and use the rest of her weekend off, lounging on her sofa.

As they waited for the replacement actress, she looked over the scene they would be reading. She recognized it as the two women’s breakup scene. Interesting choice.

Caitlin must have been locked into the script because she hadn’t even realized that her new co-star had entered the room until she heard the assistant introduce the two of them.

The words paralyzed Caitlin as the producer announced the name of the other actress. All the blood rushed to her brain. The past began to flood her mind—Gemma smiling and laughing, the two of them in high school and college, every memory popping up like her old MacBook screensaver, formulating each image and shooting them sporadically in front of her eyes.

Then, Caitlin slowly turned. And there she was. The warm golden-brown eyes that had lived only in her dreams for nearly a decade locked onto hers. For a heartbeat, time stopped.

Caitlin’s breath caught in her throat as they tore their eyes apart and scanned each other, rediscovering the contours of the woman in front of them.

Gemma was older now, but achingly familiar. Gemma. Her dark, straight slick-back, which once never had a hair out of place, was now in unruly waves that flowed naturally around her face. Those soft, pillowed lips that Caitlin had once traced with reverence now gleamed with a clear gloss, catching the light like a memory. Caitlin’s eyes drifted to the toned arms that she used to caress, remembering the smoothness of Gemma’s skin. Her stomach fluttered, the way it always had whenever Gemma walked into a room. Nine years had passed, but somehow, impossibly, she looked even more beautiful, and Caitlin had still been intensely drawn to her.

It had to be a dream. Caitlin blinked once, then twice, trying to dispel the apparent hallucination. But Gemma remained, solid and real, standing in front of her.

Then she noticed it—the color draining from Gemma’s olive skin, her expression frozen in horror, as if she was looking at a ghost. And just like that, Caitlin deflated, feeling the surge of warmth in her chest turn to ice. She saw the old wound flash across Gemma’s eyes before they steeled into an expressionless mask.

A storm of emotion swept through her, mixing heartache with remorse and confusion. Caitlin didn’t know whether to run to Gemma and wrap her in the embrace that she had imagined a thousand times or turn around and disappear before the dream shattered.

After an awkwardly long silence, Gemma reached out to shake her hand. Caitlin was taken off guard by the move until she remembered the panel of producers behind her, watching their interaction. Unsure what else to do, she played along.

Forcing her feet to do their job and carry her toward Gemma, Caitlin was on edge as she got closer. She was only heartbeats away from feeling the comfort and connection of Gemma’s hand again. Willing herself to get through this scene, she reached out for Gemma.

The handshake marked a charged reintroduction—one that no one else even realized was happening—causing Caitlin to straighten, ignore the lingering tingle in her palm, and smile. She was as ready as she’d ever be to share the stage with her ex-girlfriend.

Gemma’s final line had hit her like a punch to the gut. Her feelings from her own past seeped into the scene, engulfing Caitlin in emotional grief and crippling sensations that had flowed through her.

When the chemistry read was over, Caitlin watched as Gemma practically sprinted out of the room. She quickly thanked the team and gathered her things before she chased after her.

“Squish,” Caitlin said as she tried to catch up. The cramped hallways of the office building prevented her from breaking into a run, but she was moving as fast as she could go.

“Don’t call me that.” Gemma threw the angry words over her shoulder as she continued her power walk toward the exit.

Squish was a nickname that Caitlin had given Gemma back in high school when they began dating. After Gemma squeezed into the crook of Caitlin’s neck their first night together, the term just came out, and Caitlin hadn’t stopped calling Gemma that ever since. Clearly, old habits were hard to break, though. 


“Gemma, please. Can we talk for a second?” Caitlin begged as she followed Gemma into the elevator. She had never been so grateful for the confined stainless-steel, forcing the two of them together. 

Gemma stood in the corner, as far away from Caitlin as she could humanly manage within the space.

“What do you want?” Gemma crossed her arms as she glared forward, trying to avoid Caitlin’s eyes in the reflection of shiny silver metal.

Caitlin didn’t know where to start. She honestly never thought she would see Gemma again, let alone have the chance to speak with her. Her nose filled with Gemma’s familiar woody amber scent, stopping her brain from forming words.

Finally, she choked out, “How are you?”

Gemma scoffed. “Nine years and that’s the best you could come up with?”

Caitlin watched as the number above the doors counted down. “I didn’t expect to see you today. Here.”

“That makes two of us.” Gemma still hadn’t turned to acknowledge her since they had ended the scene.

The elevator doors slid open, and Gemma stepped out first. Caitlin didn’t let up and continued to stay on her heels as they reached the busy city sidewalk.

“Squish—sorry. Gemma.”

Gemma stopped short and finally looked at Caitlin, her eyes glassy. “That’s what you’re sorry for?”

“I didn’t know you were the new replacement, so it wasn’t exactly like I could have prepared a speech.”

“If you had known that I was the other actress, would you have come up with some big, grandiose apology?”

Caitlin had never felt so unprepared for anything in her life. “No, but Gemma, I’m really happy to see you. I was just shocked.”

Gemma’s hands were balled into fists at her side. “Shocked? What, you don’t think that I’m good enough for a movie? Across from the all-mighty Caitlin Stone.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Well, I’m not thrilled to see you, so if that’s all, I’d like to leave now. Please don’t follow me.”

Caitlin had dreamt endlessly about what it would be like if she ever ran into Gemma, but she had never accounted for this outcome. Maybe Caitlin had been naïve to think that seeing Gemma would be peaceful after all these years.

“Can we please just go somewhere and talk?”

Gemma snorted. “You’ve been silent since our sophomore year of college, and now you want to talk? Why, just because this twisted karmic universe threw us together again? No thanks.”

“I’m sorry.” Caitlin meant it, with every ounce of her being, but the words fell flat. Her heart sank, realizing that the damage she had done years ago may now be irreparable.

“A little late for that, isn’t it?”

“You’re right. You didn’t deserve what I did to you. But I’m here now, and I’m trying.”

“It’s not all about you. You can’t always get what you want. I know you’re probably not used to that these days. Goodbye, Caitlin.”

Dread clawed its way through Caitlin’s chest as she watched Gemma walk away. She couldn’t bear the thought of losing her, only minutes after she had gotten her back. Caitlin stared after Gemma until she lost her in the crowd, disappearing into the anonymity of NYC.

The city pressed in around her, concrete buildings looming like silent witnesses to everything she hadn’t said. Her breath hitched. The air felt thinner. Anxiety curled tight in her ribs, making it hard to tell whether it was the skyline collapsing or just her world sinking in. 


FIVE

Fall Semester, Sophomore Year of High School

GEMMA TOOK A DEEP BREATH as her mother slowed the Honda Civic to a stop. She willed herself to open the door as she looked out the clean glass window at the teenagers walking by. She said goodbye to her mom and stepped out of the car, her nerves twisting her insides.

Life at fifteen was already complicated, but being uprooted and dropped into a new school right before tenth grade? That shit was brutal.

Gemma was the daughter of an Army officer, so she had learned to accept the constant relocations. Accepting them and enjoying them, however, were two very different things. Even though she knew what to expect, it still didn’t make the experience any less painful.

In the bigger cities, it was easier for her to disappear and hide amongst the masses of kids. But here, in the small town of New Hope, Pennsylvania, she didn’t think that would be possible. All the other students will have known each other since birth, and cliques would have been solidified years ago. She knew how this would go. Gemma would stick out like a sore thumb.

The last time Gemma transferred schools, she was in the sixth grade, and that was already her fourth move. Once Gemma had found her footing there, she had been able to create a tight-knit group of girls that she kept close for the last four years. When she realized that she was actually going to get to start high school with these friends, she had been thrilled. She had envisioned them dressed in navy and red beside her at football games, riding in the limousine together to prom, holding hands and crying at graduation. All of that came crashing down after the final bell of freshman year, when Gemma’s parents had dropped the news on her. They would be moving again.

It was now the first week of school, and the summer heat was still upon them, but at least the early September weather had started to lose its thick humidity. Gemma walked along the paved concrete path, lined with freshly mowed green grass and trees in full bloom, from the parking lot toward the entrance of Westmore High School. 

That morning, Gemma had opted for a pair of black jeans, her new Red Hot Chili Peppers T-shirt—she had bought at the concert she attended with her friends before leaving Michigan—and her favorite Doc Martens, which had been worn in perfectly. And her dark locks were slicked back in a straight ponytail, freeing her neck from the heavy mane of hair.

As Gemma entered through the double doors, she took out her class schedule, which had been emailed to her just two weeks prior.

The school was set up like the college campuses she had seen in brochures, only on a much smaller scale. The academic buildings were spread out and connected by covered walkways, which Gemma assumed were there to protect the students from rain and snow. Living on the East Coast meant being subject to the full force of all four seasons. The main building housed the lockers, cafeteria, and library, but everything else was in different structures.

Standing in the main entrance, she squinted out the long wall of windows, trying to figure out where her first period class was located. Her schedule showed a letter and number corresponding to each classroom, so surely her first period in A101 couldn’t be that hard to find, assuming the buildings went in alphabetical order. 

Gemma walked farther down the corridor and looked around for any sign that could help point her in the right direction. Paying no attention to where she was going, she collided with another student, knocking everything out of both of their hands.

“I’m so sorry,” Gemma said as she squatted down to collect her things from the old vinyl floor. “I didn’t see you.” She looked up to find the other girl gathering a notebook and loose papers.

“Don’t worry about it.” The girl graciously handed over the collected items to Gemma.

Gemma had never seen eyes so blue, like a summer sky stretched over a quiet field. For a moment, Gemma forgot to breathe. The girl was studying her curiously, her head cocked to the side, with her long auburn hair cascading nearly halfway down her back. Freckles scattered across her nose, which had crinkled with a warm smile. The girl was so beautiful, mesmerizing Gemma as she tried to pry her gaze away.

“You must be new here,” the girl said, now standing at the same height as her.

“What gave it away?” Gemma laughed nervously.

Neither of their eyes moved from the other’s.

“I’m Caitlin.” She reached out her slender, fair arm to Gemma.

“Gemma. It’s nice to meet you.” She shook Caitlin’s hand, and the soft skin of the girl’s palm sent tingles shooting through her arm. What was happening?

“You too.” Caitlin’s smile grew impossibly bigger and more beautiful. “Welcome to Westmore High.”

The bell rang, and Gemma felt a wave of sadness that their interaction was coming to an end.

“Could you tell me which direction Building A is?” Gemma asked, trying to prolong the conversation for a few more seconds while also gathering the information she needed.

“It’s down that path.” Caitlin pointed over Gemma’s left shoulder. “I’d walk you there, but I’m already late for class and I’m going the opposite way. You’ll see it, though, if you head straight out that door. I’m sure I’ll see you around!” Caitlin waved before turning and heading outside.

Gemma stood frozen, gazing through the doorway where the enchanting girl had just disappeared. She was already late, but it felt like time had stopped the moment she looked into those blue eyes.

Shaking her head to refocus, Gemma rushed out the door that the girl had indicated, hopefully toward her first period class. As she hurried down the path, her eyes drifted across the lawn, hoping to catch one last glimpse of Caitlin.

The first half of the day passed in a blur for Gemma. After going into multiple wrong buildings and classrooms, she had eventually gotten her bearings straight enough to figure out where the rest of her morning classes had been.

It was the last period before lunch when Gemma walked into the science laboratory and saw that everyone was already sitting in pairs with their lab partners. Noticing that there was one seat left at a table in the back of the room, she headed down the noisy aisle where a girl sat alone, as far away from the blackboard as possible.

“Are you saving this seat for someone?” Gemma asked, pulling out the vacant chair.

“Nope, all yours.” The girl surveyed Gemma’s outfit. “I like your boots.”

She looked down and saw that the girl sitting in front of her wore identical black Doc Martens. Their whole ensemble was practically the same. The dark-haired girl wore a Stevie Nicks T-shirt with jeans. Having a similar vibe with someone was the first good sign that she may have found a friend at her new school.

“Thanks, I like yours too.” She placed her backpack onto the floor and slid her notebook onto the table. “I’m Gemma.”

“Darbie.” She smiled as they introduced themselves.

While they waited for the teacher to arrive, Gemma heard Darbie ask from beside her, “First day?” 

“Do I have the words ‘new student’ written across my forehead or something?” Gemma reached up, making a show of wiping her forehead.

Darbie laughed. “No, it’s just a small town, so when there’s a new face, they’re pretty easy to spot.”

Gemma nodded her head, now understanding why she had felt like an animal in a zoo exhibit all day.

“Don’t worry, you’ll get the hang of things around here pretty quickly. I was new last year, so I know what it’s like. If you need a friend to have lunch with after class, you’re welcome to join me.”

Darbie was being so friendly to Gemma that she felt like the day might be starting to turn around.

“I’d really like that, thanks.”

Forty-five minutes later, the bell rang, and it was time for lunch. Gemma walked with Darbie to the cafeteria and jumped into line behind her. They gathered their meals onto their trays before heading to find an open table.

As Gemma and Darbie ate their grilled chicken wraps across from each other, they chatted away, getting up to speed on each other’s lives. Darbie told her that she had moved with her family the year before from Connecticut to be closer to her grandparents, since their health was declining. Gemma filled Darbie in on why this wasn’t her first move and that the latest place she had left behind was Detroit. 

They talked about the wide variety of their favorite music, ranging from Fleetwood Mac and Pearl Jam to Tate McRae and Billie Eilish. Listening to the old rock and roll greats with the newer bops was already on their schedule for an after-school hangout session. Darbie let Gemma know about the vinyl store on Main Street, the park everyone hung out in, and the movie theater where she was most likely to run into someone from school. 

They even discovered Gemma’s new house was only a street away from Darbie’s own, and Darbie seemed genuinely thrilled. Gemma assumed that everyone lived close to one another, though, since the whole town was under two square miles, but she didn’t say as much.

A rude scoff from behind paused their conversation. Gemma watched Darbie’s face fall before turning around to look at the person standing above her.

“Um, you’re sitting at my table,” the cheerleader said, looking down her nose at Gemma.

It wasn’t hard to guess which sport the girl partook in at the school since she was wearing a Westmore High Cheerleading T-shirt tucked into her skinny jeans. 

“Weird, I didn’t see a reserved sign anywhere.” Gemma pretended to search for the sign in question.

She had learned from a young age that her sarcasm was her best weapon when dealing with mean girls. Gemma had never understood why some girls felt the need to tear each other down, but they seemed to be at every school. Why couldn’t girls just be kind to one another? Wasn’t life already hard enough?

“Excuse me? I don’t know who you think…” The not-so-cheery girl was cut off when someone from across the room yelled, “Gemma!”

Every head in the room turned, watching as Caitlin strode toward Gemma and Darbie.

“Kristie, why are you bothering them?” Caitlin scolded. Clearly, this wasn’t Kristie’s first time harassing people, since Caitlin had recognized the conflict from a mile away. “Go sit with the guys over there.” Caitlin pointed to a table on the other side of the lunchroom.

Kristie angrily stormed off, followed by three of her minions.

“Sorry about her. I’m glad I ran into you, though. I found this mixed in with my papers.” Caitlin handed Gemma the piece of paper with her class schedule printed on it.

“Thanks. I was wondering where I lost this.”

Caitlin wore a soft smile on her lips as she looked down at Gemma.

“I’m Caitlin, not sure if we’ve ever met.” She waved to Darbie across the table.

“Hey, I’m Darbie.”

Caitlin glanced back and forth between the two of them, trying to figure out the dynamic.

“How’s your first day been, Gemma?”

“Not bad. Once I got the lay of the land, I was able to figure out where my classes were.”

Caitlin giggled. “Yeah, none of the buildings are in order. I guess I should have warned you. Doesn’t make any sense, but it’s easy once you get used to it.”

They locked eyes for a beat too long.

“Well, let me know if you need anything. Enjoy your lunches.” Caitlin walked the same path that Kristie had just taken where a few boys and the rest of the cheerleaders had just sat down.  

Gemma felt a bit dizzy, unable to refocus on what her new friend was saying as she watched Caitlin’s confident stride.

“I cannot believe Caitlin Stone just stood up for you,” Darbie said in a low squeal, failing at her attempt to keep her voice down.

Gemma didn’t understand. “Why is that so crazy?”

Darbie shot her a look that made it clear she was about to lay out the Westmore High School playbook, and Gemma had better pay attention.

“Caitlin is the most popular girl in school and the captain of the cheerleading squad. She’s also dating Troy, a junior, who just so happens to be the captain of the lacrosse team.” Darbie pointed to the cute boy sitting next to Caitlin. “And I’ve never seen Caitlin take anyone’s side over her squad’s before.”

Gemma didn’t know what to think. Why was Caitlin being so kind to her?

“I should also let you know, I don’t exactly run in the jock crowd. Most of the time, my headphones are on and I’m just trying to get through the day. So if you want to find a group of your own, feel free to.” Darbie made a show of pointing to each table, emphasizing the wide range of personalities at the school.

Gemma looked around hesitantly. “I’m going to try out for the soccer team, but I don’t really do the clique thing, either. I prefer to stay under the radar. Being the new girl already gives me more attention than I’d like. If it’s okay, I’d still like to hang out with you.”

Darbie smiled mischievously. “Cool.”

Gemma was relieved to have met Darbie today. She felt like they could actually become good friends. Maybe things wouldn’t be so bad here.

Darbie and Gemma walked to their next classes together after lunch. They unfortunately only shared their science lab, but some of their afternoon subjects were in the same building.

Four grueling periods later, Gemma had finally reached her last class of the day. And of course, it had been on the opposite side of the grounds. Although the school wasn’t huge, she hadn’t had much time between bells to make it all the way across campus.

The bell had already rung seconds before Gemma rushed into Introduction to Spanish. She frantically scanned the room for an empty chair when she spotted Caitlin in the front row. Caitlin smiled and gave a small wave, which Gemma was positive no one else had seen.

“Ms. Quinn, would you like to take a seat?” The teacher asked, calling her out in front of the entire class.

Flustered, Gemma made her way past the boy she remembered to be Caitlin’s boyfriend. She hadn’t bothered to learn his name. She sat in the last chair in his row and slouched deep into the seat.

When Gemma finally risked looking up toward the front of the room, Caitlin caught her eye, glancing back over her left shoulder before quickly swiveling to face the blackboard. 


SIX

AFTER CAITLIN HAD LANDED BACK in LA that Sunday afternoon, she’d hidden away in her home for the remainder of the day. She had been completely thrown off when Gemma arrived at the chemistry read that morning. She was still struggling to process what had unfolded.

Caitlin didn’t believe in coincidences, and the fact that Gemma had been on her mind a lot more than usual lately should have been a warning. The chances of running into Gemma in a city of over eight million people had felt safe enough for one single day. Never would she have considered that Gemma herself would walk into that audition room. Caitlin wouldn’t be surprised if this pushed filming back again. After seeing her ex’s visceral reaction toward her, there was no way Gemma would take this role. 

FOUR DAYS AFTER THE JARRING reunion, commuting only between her home and the Ticket to Rio set, Caitlin was in the hair and makeup trailer getting ready for her first scene of the day. Her mind kept drifting, demanding far more energy to be used when memorizing her lines for each scene. Thankfully, there were only two weeks left until the director would call a wrap on this movie.

“How was New York?” Her best friend asked brightly from the chair beside her. Caitlin hadn’t had the chance to talk to Maddie since she returned.

Caitlin paused, considering how much she wanted to divulge right now. “It was fine.”

Maddie eyed her suspiciously through the mirror. “Well, how was the new replacement? Was she hot?”

She was extremely hot.

Caitlin’s cheeks warmed, picturing Gemma as a woman now for the first time after all these years.

“Wow, she must have been something,” Maddie decided. Of course, nothing got past her best friend.

Caitlin had never been so thankful for a distraction as when the trailer door swung open, and everyone’s eyes shifted to see who was storming in without knocking. She was surprised to see that the intruder was her agent, although that would explain the abruptness of the entrance. Sandy did what she wanted, when she wanted, wherever she wanted. She had a reputation as a rather badass agent, representing most of Hollywood’s biggest acting stars. She was respected—and a little feared—by most everyone that encountered her, but Caitlin saw through the tough façade. Sandy was loyal, steadfast, and a breath of fresh air in an otherwise two-faced world.  

“Sandy, what are you doing here?”

“I had a meeting on the lot and thought I’d pop by to give you the good news in person. They finally set a date to start filming Forbidden Love!”

Caitlin’s stomach sank. “Wait, so they hired Gemma to play Sarah?” No, there was no way Gemma would have taken the part.

“Cait, that’s huge! Congrats, it’s finally happening!” Maddie cheered from beside her.

Caitlin held her breath, waiting for Sandy to look up from her phone and answer her question.

“Yep, they loved you two together. You’ll have a little under two weeks of a break after this movie ends before you’ll need to fly to New York. I know it’s not a ton of time to prepare, but you’ve got this.”

Easy for Sandy to say. She wasn’t about to be caged on a movie set for three months with an ex-girlfriend who clearly hated her guts. Was this Gemma’s idea of revenge? Maybe she planned to ruin Caitlin’s career as some form of karmic justice.

Caitlin sat frozen in her chair as Maddie and Sandy waited for her reaction. She couldn’t pin down exactly how she felt. On one hand, this role was a dream. She couldn’t wait to start filming, she loved this character and the script. But… adding Gemma to the mix? She couldn’t imagine acting together, and not as friends or even enemies, but as lovers. Perhaps it was fate, and the universe was offering Caitlin a second chance to rewrite their ending. Only time would tell whether this turn of events would heal or leave her entirely unraveled.

“Okay… I’m going to let you get back to it. Congrats again, Caitlin, you really make my job easy.” Unsure what to make of Caitlin’s silence, Sandy was out the door just as fast as she’d come in.

“Cait.” Maddie’s voice pulled her out of the tornado in her mind. “Why don’t you look excited? I thought you’d be jumping with joy at the fact that it’s finally happening.”  

“I am.”

“Tell your face that.”

Caitlin looked in the mirror at her reflection and saw what Maddie did. There was a deep furrow between her copper eyebrows, and the muscles along her jawline were tight, clenched with the effort to stay composed. Her freckles were stark against her pale face.

“Sorry, I really am excited. It’s a beautiful story, and I know the movie is going to be special.”

“But?” Maddie wasn’t going to drop it.

“Remember my girlfriend from college, the one I told you about when I first moved here?” Caitlin sheepishly started to explain. Maddie hadn’t known Caitlin during her time with Gemma, so she had embraced a clean slate when she moved to California.

“Yeah, the girlfriend that broke up with you because you moved to LA.” Maddie scoffed, wrinkling her nose.

Okay, so Caitlin might not have told Maddie the whole truth about what had happened between her and Gemma. But in her defense, she had been ashamed about how she handled the situation, so the lie had just slipped out to her new friend. After all these years, Caitlin probably should have told Maddie the real story, though.

“That’s the one. Gemma.”

Caitlin watched as the realization spread across Maddie’s face.

“You have got to be joking right now. The Gemma that got the part is the same Gemma who is your ex-girlfriend from college?”

Caitlin nodded. “I wish I were kidding. I flew to New York for the chemistry read, and there she was.”

“That explains why I haven’t seen you since you’ve been back.” Maddie spun in her chair toward Caitlin. “I don’t even know where to start. I have so many questions.”

“First. I need to tell you something.” Caitlin felt like she wanted to crawl under the table right now. She wanted to confide in Maddie, but that meant she needed to come clean about the real story. “The truth is, I broke up with her when I moved to LA, not the other way around.” 

“Okayyy...” Maddie dragged out the word, and Caitlin could tell that she was deep in thought. “So why didn’t you just tell me that?”

“To be honest, I regretted how I had handled things with Gemma. And you and I had just met, so I didn’t want to give you the wrong impression of me. I thought it would be easier to blame Gemma and act like the relationship hadn’t been a big deal. Then I could move on faster.” Caitlin felt ashamed. “I am sorry that I never told you what really happened before now, but it was serious. I met Gemma when I was fifteen years old. She was the love of my life.”

“How, in all the times that we’ve stumbled home from a club and drunkenly poured our hearts out, has this never come up?”

Caitlin had locked away the memories of stolen kisses, sleepovers, and pillow talks she had shared with her ex, sealing the vault tight. The years she had spent with Gemma were too precious to unpack, too sacred to share. Especially after she had been the one to send it all up in flames.

“I tried really hard to block out Gemma and our past. I thought that maybe if I didn’t talk about it, it would hurt a little less.” 

“I guess I get that. But you could have talked to me.” Maddie looked hurt that she hadn’t been trusted with the truth, no matter what Caitlin had done. “I’ll always be here for you, you know.” 

“I don’t deserve you. You’ve been an amazing friend to me since the day we met, and you never hesitated when I needed you.”   

“Don’t forget it.” Maddie winked, and Caitlin knew that she had hit the jackpot when she befriended Maddie. She had always been there when Caitlin needed to be rescued from someone at the bar, wiped her tears when she hadn’t gotten a role, and was the only person Caitlin felt like she could always count on.

“Now tell me more about this movie that you’ll be starring in with your ex.” Maddie laughed ironically at the twist of fate, and Caitlin felt a little more relaxed.

Caitlin recalled what she knew about the movie, but she hadn’t yet gotten to the end of the script. “I’ll be playing a housewife on the Upper East Side of New York, married to a man with generations of family wealth, but then I meet this woman. We become close friends, and eventually we fall in love.” 

“Damn. So, I’m assuming you and Gemma will have to kiss at some point? And maybe a sex scene?” Maddie leaned in, living for the drama of the situation.

“I’m not sure, but I’m going to assume both.”

“That’s tough.” Maddie reached over, laying her hand on Caitlin’s forearm for emotional support. “I know I’ll be across the country, but ‘I’ll be there for youuu when the rain starts to pour.’”

Caitlin giggled as her friend started to sing the Rembrandts’ theme song for the TV show F.R.I.E.N.D.S. It was one of their favorites.

“Thanks, Mads. I’m sure I’ll be calling you all the time. The first interaction with Gemma was already messy, so I can’t imagine how three months together will go.” 

“Can I give you some advice?” Caitlin nodded her consent before Maddie continued. “Be honest with her… and with yourself. If you need to clear the air, do it. Don’t let the history between you two ruin this opportunity. You know how this industry can be, especially when it comes to women. You don’t get many chances, and I want the world to see what my best friend can do.”  

“I know. You’re right. This role matters to me, and I won’t let Gemma make me lose sight of that. I’ve been waiting forever for a part like this, sapphic and nuanced. I want to honor Kate’s story—and mine.”

A knock at the door interrupted them. “Five minutes!”

“You’re going to do great. Let’s go out tonight and celebrate. I’ll help you forget all about your ex. Pick me up at nine,” Maddie said before they were led out of the trailer for their next scene.

Later that night, Caitlin picked up her best friend at nine o’clock on the dot. Punctuality had never been her strong suit, but Maddie was even worse. After they had both been late on many occasions, they made a pact to help them improve their time management. Whenever they went out or had a work event together, whoever was late had to buy their drinks the next night out. After paying a few hefty tabs each, the two had become increasingly on time in both their personal and professional lives.

After a winding drive through the Hollywood Hills, Caitlin caught sight of the glowing red neon sign just as their driver turned into a narrow driveway and stopped at the front entrance of the Chateau Marmont.

The moment she stepped through the door, the old Hollywood glamour and European-inspired architecture enveloped her. Inside the courtyard, lush greenery framed the space like a secret garden. It was the perfect hideaway for a private night far from the public eye.

After sliding in from opposite ends of the same side of the maroon leather booth, Maddie immediately started to survey the area. Lined with red silk lanterns and dim candlelight, the room felt romantic with a slight air of mystery. The coy look in her eyes let Caitlin know exactly where this night would lead them.

“Those two over there.” Maddie subtly pointed out two beautiful brunette women standing near the bar. They were facing each other, giving Caitlin and Maddie a view of their profiles.

“They’re pretty.” Caitlin glanced in the direction that Maddie had nodded. “Think they’re single? Or queer, for that matter? And not already on a date with each other?”

Caitlin’s so-called “gaydar” was notoriously bad, but Maddie had a gift. She could read people like a book.

“They’re definitely lesbians… definitely just friends… and single? We’re about to find out.” Maddie winked as she asked their server to send a round of drinks over to the women—her number one move, which nine times out of ten, worked.

Like magic, once the two women had received their drinks on Maddie’s tab, they made their way over to the booth.

“Thank you for this,” the taller brunette said. “I’m Kim.” She reached out and introduced herself to Maddie first, then to Caitlin. “This is my friend Michelle.” The shorter woman, her hair slightly lighter, shyly waved from next to her. 

“It’s nice to meet you both. I’m Maddie, and this is Caitlin. Would you like to join us?” She gestured to the two vacant chairs on the opposite side of the table. 

Michelle sat across from Caitlin and Kim near Maddie, silently answering their earlier question. If a woman was not interested, they probably wouldn’t have come over to their table in the first place, but they definitely would not accept the invite to join them.  

The night started out slow as the four of them shared more general information about themselves—what part of the city they lived in, how each pair of friends knew the other, and what they liked to do in their spare time in LA.

“Are you from here?” Caitlin asked the green-eyed woman, relaxing into the buzz from the liquor.

“I am. Born and raised in Chino Hills. What about you?”

“I’m from a small town in Pennsylvania called New Hope. I moved here a few years back for work.”

After another round of drinks had found their way over to the table, Kim slid her chair closer to Maddie’s side of the leather bench, creating their own private conversation. Following suit, Michelle moved toward Caitlin.

Michelle told Caitlin how she had worked her way up from a production assistant to a showrunner, now working for NBC. Caitlin didn’t volunteer much information about herself in return. If Michelle hadn’t already recognized her as an actress, then she preferred to leave it that way.

After learning about Michelle’s career, Caitlin shifted the discussion toward more personal topics. They connected over their mutual escape to The Valley, as far as possible from Los Angeles’s tourist traps. They had both opted for the quiet coffee shops and sunset hikes north of the bustling city. They laughed over insider drama that Michelle shared from her years working on reality television, Caitlin soaking up every detail. When Love Island came up, she saw Michelle’s eyes light up with guilty delight.

“Wait, you actually watched it?” She laughed, nudging Michelle’s arm.

“Religiously.” Michelle grinned. “But don’t tell anyone! I’ve got a reputation to protect.”

Soon they were play-fighting over which couple had real chemistry, their banter bubbling with playful jabs and lingering glances. Turns out, reality TV was their not-so-secret love language.

“I have a confession.” Michelle moved her hand from the stem of her wine glass to place it tenderly on Caitin’s forearm. “I knew who you were as soon as we came over here. We actually met once before, even though you probably don’t remember me. I was a production assistant on Plan C.”

Well, that answered Caitlin’s earlier question. She had felt a sense of familiarity when the woman sat down next to her, but she hadn’t been able to pinpoint where she had known the pretty brunette from.

During her years in LA, Caitlin had learned to keep her love life separate from her career and avoided workplace romances, especially with assistants. Once or twice, a castmate had crossed that line into Caitlin’s personal life, but she tried to keep her boundaries firm. If not, when things didn’t work out, it inevitably made the set uncomfortable for everyone.

“I thought I recognized you from somewhere, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.” Caitlin leaned into the moment and traced Michelle’s hand with her fingertips. “I’ve worked on a lot of rom-coms, but a car accident for a meet-cute? That was a first.”

Michelle giggled. “I guess the road to recovery could be a bonding experience.”

Caitlin shrugged, joining Michelle’s laughter. It had been an interesting concept for a romantic comedy, but one that had worked. Everyone had loved that movie when it premiered in theaters across the country.

“I know it was a long time ago, but you were always so nice to me. Not many actors are kind to assistants in Hollywood. So I guess you really stood out to me. I may have had a little crush on you,” Michelle said shyly as she took a sip of her espresso martini, trying to hide the blush spreading across her face.

Caitlin felt her own face warm at Michelle’s admission, flattered. Most people only acknowledged her looks. It was endearing to be liked by a woman for her kindness. She brushed her thumb along the heat rising on Michelle’s cheeks.

They were having a great time, and the conversation flowed so easily that Caitlin hadn’t realized how late it had gotten. Maddie and Kim had left about an hour ago, but neither Caitlin nor Michelle had made any moves to go, simply enjoying each other’s company.

“Would you want to get out of here?” Michelle asked.

Caitlin nodded, suddenly feeling nervous. It had been a while since she left the bar with a woman.

Caitlin quickly paid their tab, then the two women walked hand in hand out the door into the cool night air. At the curb, they slid into the back of Caitlin’s black car, which whisked them off toward Michelle’s house in Sherman Oaks. Caitlin hadn’t known what the night would bring, but the way it had unfolded was a welcome surprise.

When they arrived at Michelle’s house, Caitlin realized that she didn’t know what the protocol was for a night like this. Should she walk Michelle to her front door? Would she ask Caitlin to come inside? Did Caitlin want to be invited inside?

She could hear Maddie’s voice in her head, urging her to live a little. At the same time, unbidden, the image of Gemma’s pain-soaked face flashed through her mind.

Caitlin shifted her gaze to Michelle. “It was nice hanging out with you tonight.” 

Michelle looked over, concerned. “You aren’t going to come inside?”

“I’d like to take you out on a date first. I don’t want to come in and give you the impression that I’m only here for a one-night stand. Unless that’s all you’re looking for, of course.”

Caitlin hadn’t asked a woman out in ages, and she feared that she wasn’t being very smooth.

Michelle smiled. “I’d love to go on a date with you.”

“How about Saturday?”

“That’s perfect.” Michelle gestured for Caitlin’s phone so she could type in her contact information. “Text me,” she said as she leaned in to kiss Caitlin’s cheek.

Caitlin watched out the window as Michelle made it up the brick path to the brown front door.

“Michelle!” Caitlin shouted, louder than she had needed, and stepped out of the car.

Michelle turned around as Caitlin quickly walked up to where she stood with her key in the lock. “Did I forget something?”

“No, I did.” Caitlin closed the space between them and gently laid a soft kiss on Michelle’s lips. “Goodnight.”

Michelle’s mouth turned up into a smile as Caitlin headed to her car. When she looked back one last time before opening the door, Michelle gave a little wave and disappeared inside.

Fifteen minutes later, Caitlin arrived home. She toyed with her phone, deciding if it would seem too desperate for her to reach out to Michelle already. Not caring much for rules, she sent the text.




Caitlin: It was great meeting you tonight. I had fun and am looking forward to Saturday.

Within a minute, Michelle responded, reassuring Caitlin that she wasn’t the only eager one.

Michelle: It was great meeting you... again ;) Can't wait!

Caitlin went to sleep that night feeling lighter than she had in a while. She couldn’t remember ever having enjoyed someone’s company so much. Maddie had been right—it was time to get back out there and find a real connection with someone.

THE FOLLOWING TWO DAYS AT work had dragged by, but finally, Saturday had arrived, and it was time for her date.

Caitlin stepped through the manicured front yard and pressed the doorbell of Michelle’s mid-century home. Its dark-wood Dutch door, framed by the white brick, like a postcard from another era. It was fitting that someone as charming as Michelle lived in such an inviting house.

Caitlin’s musings about the property vanished the moment Michelle opened the door.

“You look amazing,” Caitlin said, staring at Michelle. The woman leaned against the doorframe, wearing a smooth white tank top tucked into black leather shorts. A matching cropped leather jacket and six-inch strappy heels completed the ensemble.

“No, you…” Michelle didn’t finish the thought as her gaze trailed down Caitlin’s classic long blue dress. It dipped low on her chest, hugged her curves, and she knew that it made her eyes pop.

Caitlin handed Michelle the single red rose that she had been holding behind her back, eliciting a blush.

“Thank you, I love roses.” Michelle placed a soft kiss on Caitlin’s cheek. “Ready?”

Caitlin placed her hand against her midsection, gesturing for Michelle to take her arm. Caitlin escorted her date to the car waiting for them in the driveway.

Twenty-five minutes later, they had pulled up to the Sunset Tower Hotel and walked into the Tower Bar. The dining area was dimly lit, with a single candle placed in the center of each white tablecloth. The effect was an elegant yet discreet atmosphere.

The waitress approached with their drink order—Caitlin chose her typical scotch on the rocks with a twist, while Michelle opted for a glass of pinot noir. They placed their dinner request before the woman walked away, then clinked their glasses together in the warm glow of the flickering candle.

“Since you grew up in Pennsylvania, how do you like living in LA now?” Michelle asked.

“It’s so different, but I like it here.” There were plenty of things that Caitlin loved about LA—the sunshine, the food scene, the beaches, the hiking, and the constant buzz of activity that came along with living in an entertainment-driven city. Still, the relentless traffic wore her down. And sometimes, she found herself longing for the quiet peace and ever-changing seasons of the East Coast.

“Do you think you’ll stay?”

Caitlin took a sip of her drink as she thought over the question. LA didn’t exactly feel like home, but she felt obligated to be here because of her career.

“I think it just depends on work, and if I were to meet someone who wanted to stay in California.”

“Like maybe a pretty brunette in The Valley?” Michelle’s lips turned into a flirting grin.

Caitlin smiled as their eyes connected.

“Do you ever go back to visit your family?”

“Not really. I used to for Christmas, but as I got older, I realized that I’m not obligated to be there just because we share DNA. I’m not close with my parents, and I don’t have any siblings.”

The rift had begun when Caitlin came out to her parents as bisexual. The distance had grown when she decided to move across the country only a few years later. These days, she only heard from her mom about once every six months. They hadn’t cut her out of their lives completely, but her parents had made sure that Caitlin always knew how disappointed they would be if she chose to marry a woman.

“You must see yours, though, since they all live in town,” Caitlin said, not wanting to dwell on her own family any longer.

“I see my two sisters a lot. We’re all in the same neighborhood. When our parents got divorced a few years ago, it really brought us closer together. We had to rely on one another for emotional support. I couldn’t imagine my life without them.”

Dinner came and went, but the women barely noticed. Their conversation deepened, laughter grew louder, and glances lingered longer. With each sip of their cocktails, the flirting became more effortless, and Caitlin felt giddy. As far as first dates went, this one was in her top ten.

“Thank you for dinner,” Michelle said as they arrived back at her house. “I had a great night.”

“Me too.” Caitlin slowly leaned in to kiss Michelle. It was gentle, lasting longer than the first one.

“Maybe after the next date I’ll invite you in.” Michelle winked. “Goodnight, Caitlin.”

The next date.

She thought about Michelle’s words as she swayed along the winding road back toward her house in The Hills. The thought of seeing Michelle again stirred something in Caitlin, not the wild butterflies that she had once felt, but a quiet flutter. Maybe it wasn’t electric, but it was warm. The night had been fun, and maybe, just maybe, this could be the beginning of the kind of love that Caitlin had been longing for.


SEVEN

“GEMMA, YOU GOT THE PART!”

Gemma’s brain was not computing. She didn’t know what day it was, let alone what Eve was talking about, when she answered the phone. “What?”

The NYPD Intelligence crew had been working nonstop for the last week to finish filming the season before it was time to air. She was exhausted from working a mixture of back-to-back overnight shoots and daytime scenes.

“The role of Sarah in Forbidden Love!”

Gemma winced as Eve yelled into the phone.

“Oh my God!” Gemma was ecstatic. The opportunity she had been waiting for had finally come. Her first movie.

Surprise set in quickly as she realized that must mean that Caitlin hadn’t tried to have her kicked off, and that the producers failed to notice how much she didn’t like her potential co-star.

“Congratulations, I’m so proud of you.” Gemma heard Eve say, over the phone, as the director shouted for everyone to get back into place. “The movie starts shooting in the city in two weeks, so you’ll have some time off after you wrap.”

Gemma breathed a sigh of relief. She needed that break. Both mentally and physically.

Curiosity got the best of her before Eve was able to hang up the phone. “What did the producers say after my chemistry read with Caitlin?”

Even though Gemma knew that she had acted her ass off that day, she wasn’t sure if her face had told a different story. It had never been easy for her to hide her feelings, so she suspected someone in the room would have seen the shock that coursed through her after encountering her ex-girlfriend for the first time since college.

“They told me you two had this intense love-hate dynamic happening that they liked.”

Now Gemma was officially confused. They had read through the breakup scene, which she assumed was chosen for its range of emotions—anger, hurt, and passion—all mixed into one moment. Gemma had dug deep into her past, channeling her breakup with Caitlin, so she knew that she had the hatred mastered. But love? That was a joke. If there had ever been any, there certainly was no love between them now.

“Eve, I’m sorry, I have to run.”

Gemma quickly hung up the call and shoved her phone into her back pocket. Her first movie. She smiled softly, proud of herself. If only Caitlin’s presence wasn’t casting such a dark shadow over her excitement. That was something she could deal with later, though. NYPD was her job right now, and she needed to focus on the last few days left of filming.

A few demanding hours later, Gemma got home and collapsed onto her couch. She wouldn’t have time off until they finished the last episode, and the days were only getting longer and more strenuous. Her body hurt from filming a scene today in which she had to chase a suspect seven blocks, climbing over a few garbage cans and a chain-link fence. Soon enough, it would be over, and Gemma could finally have the time that she so desperately needed to recover.

After the big news she received earlier, Gemma had a vital date to secure. She shot off a quick text to Hayley.

Gemma: Want to meet at Tony's later? 

Hayley: Yes! 8 p.m.?

Gemma reacted to the message with a heart. She could always count on Hayley to come through, no matter how last-minute the plans were.

That night, Gemma waited for her best friend at their favorite cocktail bar. They’d been going to this place since they found it during the first week they lived in the city. It was fun, low-key, and the best part—it was within walking distance of their apartments. They had spent many nights there, such as when Gemma had cried over her breakup with Caitlin, or when Hayley had to vent about a problematic client. The two had always been right alongside each other, serving as a drinking buddy or a shoulder to cry on. This place had witnessed them through many highs and lows throughout their lives.

A waitress appeared and placed two drinks on the table. As a perk of being regulars, the dirty martini and scotch on the rocks with a twist arrived the second Gemma had sat down.

“Ugh, what a day!” Hayley walked inside the door a few minutes later, kissed Gemma on the cheek, and threw herself onto the barstool next to her. She grinned as she eyed the V-shaped long-stemmed glass waiting for her. She immediately lifted it to Gemma’s lowball glass before taking a large swig.

Gemma carefully observed Hayley’s movements until the stemware was securely back in place on the reclaimed wooden table. “Care to share?”

“It was just one of those days.” Hayley slumped on her stool, seemingly taking her first deep breath of the day. “My coffee spilled all over my pants this morning when the cab driver slammed on his brakes, so then I was late for my first showing because I had to find something to change into. Then a condo that I had in escrow fell through. When it rains, it fucking pours.”

“I’m sorry, that’s a lot. Hopefully, tomorrow will be a better day.”

“From your lips to God’s ears.” Hayley eyed Gemma with exasperation. “What happened to you that made you summon me out for a night at Tony’s? Work?”

“Okay, ‘summon’ is a strong word. I merely asked you to meet for a drink, and you jumped at the invitation.”

Hayley smirked, knowing Gemma was right. She would have been drinking that night either way.

“I got that part in Forbidden Love.”

“Holy shit, Gem! That’s huge! Congrats!” Hayley slid off the tall chair to hug her. “Wait, why aren’t you jumping up and down with me?” She stepped back and looked Gemma dead in the eyes, trying to figure out what was really going on.

“You might want to sit back down and take another swig before I answer that.” Gemma slid the base of the martini glass closer to Hayley as she took a sip of her own dark liquor. “My character’s love interest in the movie… is Caitlin.”

“Please tell me there’s another fucking actress named Caitlin out there that you’re talking about.” 

“Afraid not.”

“Fuck.” Hayley looked as upset as Gemma felt. When Hayley had nothing else to add, Gemma knew she was screwed.

“I know. Hence the drinks, Tony’s, and you. I’m already panicking, and we haven’t even started yet. Hayley, it was so surreal seeing her after all these years.”

“Wait, so that means… shit. The chemistry read. Why are you just now mentioning this?” Hayley was on a spiral, and, in all fairness, it tracked given the scenario.

Gemma hadn’t been trying to avoid her best friend. Between the past few late nights at work and the early call times, she didn’t have much time for anything but the show. It wasn’t like she was eager to talk about the reunion with Caitlin, either. She barely processed what had transpired between the two of them, so she hadn’t been ready to talk about it with anyone else before tonight anyway. Gemma still wasn’t sure exactly how she felt about the situation.   


“I’m sorry. It all happened so fast, and I’ve been so busy on set, I honestly just forgot about it.”

Hayley glared at Gemma. “Bullshit. You just happened to forget that you ran into the only woman you’ve ever been in love with after nine years of not seeing or hearing from her?”

“Fine, I didn’t. But I hadn’t seen you, and I needed to work it all out in my head before I talked about it. It was wild, Hay. I felt like I was in a dream and couldn’t wake up. Or a nightmare, I’m still not sure which.”

Hayley ordered them a much-needed second round of drinks before moving her chair closer to Gemma. “Okay, so what happened?”

Gemma thought back to the moment that she had shown up to the chemistry read and found her ex-girlfriend—the one who had taken a sledgehammer to her heart and broken it into a million pieces—just standing there, in the same room, after almost a decade had passed. Her fists clenched into balls while the rest of her body practically melted into a puddle at the sight of the beautiful woman. Caitlin had been glowing, still able to light a room with only her presence. Those piercing blue eyes had met Gemma’s with familiar admiration. It had almost disarmed her. Almost. But then the flood had come as the familiar floral scent washed over her. Memories, raw and uninvited, had crashed through her like a storm. The heartbreak. The silence.

Damn it, she thought. Why did Caitlin look even more beautiful now? Couldn’t time have dulled her edges, made her easier to forget? 


“Earth to Gemma.” Hayley waved a hand in front of her face, snapping Gemma out of her obvious rumination. “What did you do when you saw her?”

“I pretended like I was meeting her for the first time and shook her hand just like I would with anyone else. I didn’t know what else to do, and I panicked. Obviously, I wasn’t expecting her to be there. I didn’t want to ruin my chances before I even got to read for the part.”

Hayley started laughing uncontrollably. “You shook her hand? I honestly love that. She was probably seething inside.”

Gemma told Hayley about the rest of their interaction—the scene they had brought to life, the way Caitlin had followed her outside, their conversation on the sidewalk, and the producer’s response that Eve had told her about earlier.

“How did you feel afterward?” Hayley took a sip of her vodka and olives, hanging onto Gemma’s every word. Hayley had been there to witness Gemma’s downfall after the breakup, so she didn’t feel the need to hide anything from her best friend now.

“I was pissed. Like, what the fuck? It’s pretty messed up for the universe to shove us back into each other’s lives like that. But I did feel a little bad afterward about some of the things I said to her. I was being a bit of a bitch, but the words just kept coming out and I couldn’t stop them.”

“I’m sure that she deserved everything you said, especially after what she did to you. And honestly, it sounds like she got off easy.”

Gemma looked down, spinning her glass in the small puddle of condensation that formed on the table. She didn’t want to hold onto anger toward Caitlin for something that had happened nine years ago. She wanted to be over it and over her. That was the past, and Gemma had come to terms with the fact long ago that she would never see Caitlin again. She didn’t need to let Caitlin back into her life just because they would now be working together.

“Well, this was absolutely not what I had expected when you asked me to meet you here.” Hayley emptied her glass in a large gulp. “So, what now? Do you think it’s a good idea to get involved in something like this with her?”

“I mean, what else can I do? I’m not going to give up this role because of Caitlin.”

“I’m just worried about you, Gem. I was there when things ended, and I’m not sure if you’re capable of pretending like none of that ever happened.”

“You don’t think I can act professionally?” Gemma asked, growing annoyed. She was already anxious enough—she had hoped that Hayley would be more encouraging.

“No, I’m not saying that. You’re a great actress, but you have a tendency to wear your heart on your sleeve, Gem.”

It was going to be a challenge, but Gemma was confident that she could put her personal feelings aside for the sake of this movie. She hoped.

“I’m so proud of you for getting the part. It’s a huge deal, and I know you’re going to be amazing.” Hayley reached over and laid her hand on Gemma’s. “I’ll be here for you the whole time. We’ll take it day by day.” 


“Thanks. I wouldn’t be able to get through this without you.” Gemma smiled softly. “I honestly don’t know if I’ll be able to pretend like my past with Caitlin doesn’t exist, but I’m going to do my best.”

“Come on. Finish your drink, we’re celebrating tonight. And if you happen to go home with someone, then that’s just a bonus.” Hayley wore her I’m up to no good smile as she ordered them a round of tequila shots.

They threw back the liquor before Hayley strutted over to a nearby table where two women sat together. Gemma watched in amusement as Hayley said something to the women before they all turned to face her and made their way over to her table. 

One of the women, Tara, had caught Gemma’s eye earlier in the night while she waited for Hayley to arrive. She had light brown hair that sat just above her shoulders, dark eyes, and delicate lips that Gemma now noticed were perfectly heart-shaped.

The four women chatted about this and that, never getting too personal with each other. It was rather obvious to everyone at the table what the shared end goal for the night was.

Three shots of tequila and an hour later, the four women walked back to Gemma and Hayley’s apartment building. The friends said goodnight to one another and headed into their respective apartments.

Gemma gently closed and locked her door behind her before leading Tara into the living room by her hand.

“Can I get you something to drink?”

“Sure,” Tara said, Gemma making her way into the kitchen.

“Feel free to make yourself at home,” Gemma called over her shoulder, pulling out the tequila and lowball glasses that she stored in the cabinet.

As she poured a heavy splash over ice for each of them, Gemma felt her nerves prickle. Should she make the first move? Should she just go in for a kiss as soon as she made it to the couch?

Stirring drinks that didn’t need to be mixed, Gemma bought herself a few extra moments to steady her breathing before returning to Tara. She watched as Tara took in the view from her windows, obviously impressed, and suddenly Gemma no longer felt anxious. They were adults, and it was clear that they had been on the same page, so there was no pressure here.

Invigorated, Gemma headed toward the living room with a glass in each hand. Before she could leave the kitchen, she heard her phone buzz from where it laid on the countertop. She squinted at the screen and saw that it was a message from a number she didn’t have saved.

Placing the two glasses back down onto the counter, she swiped up on the notification on her phone.

555-467-1414: Gemma, congrats on getting the part! Can we please talk before we start the movie? Either over the phone before I come to NYC or in person when I get there, whichever you prefer.

Knots formed in Gemma’s stomach. She had deleted Caitlin’s number years ago, but who was she kidding? She still knew it by heart. The last thing she was about to do, though, was reply to Caitlin while drunk and potentially ruin her night with Tara. Determined not to think about Caitlin, she locked her phone screen and tossed it back onto the marble before heading into her living room.

Gemma paused for a moment, appreciating the way that Tara looked so comfortable while waiting for Gemma on the sofa. The city cast a soft glow across her serene face.

Gemma sat next to Tara, pulling one leg up underneath her, and handed Tara one of the glasses. Ugh, why did Caitlin have to text her tonight? It was almost like she had sensed that Gemma was with a woman for the first time in months. She needed to put all thoughts of Caitlin aside for the night and focus on the woman right in front of her.

Without another thought, Gemma gulped her drink and placed it onto the coffee table before reaching over to remove the one from Tara’s hand as well. Boldly, intentionally, she cupped Tara’s face and laid her lips upon the other woman’s mouth. 


Nothing about it was romantic. It was fast, needy, and within seconds, Tara moved to straddle Gemma, deepening the kiss. Their tongues tangled desperately together as their hands began to roam each other’s bodies. Gemma needed more. She needed to feel Tara’s skin, to lose herself once more in the embrace of a woman.

“Can we move this to the bed?” Tara asked into Gemma’s mouth, not allowing their lips to part even for the request.  

Gemma wordlessly led them to her bedroom, grateful that she had taken the time to pick up the scripts that had carpeted her floor the past few weeks. She absolutely did not have Caitlin’s piercing blue eyes on her mind as she took in the beautiful woman lying in her bed expectantly.

Focus, Gemma.

It had been a while since Gemma’s bare skin had connected with another’s, and she hadn’t realized how much she missed the feeling. She felt her confidence return to her as she grazed her fingers along the length of Tara’s body, eliciting a soft moan.

Tara reached up, wrapping one hand around the back of Gemma’s neck, and pulled her down into a blistering kiss.

“You don’t need to play nice,” Tara said breathlessly.

Gemma saw the lust in her eyes that she felt mirrored in her own. She held Tara’s desperate gaze and glided her hand down Tara’s body, landing between her legs. Gemma slid two fingers in, drawing a whimper out of the woman beneath her.  


Their lips connected and their tongues tangled, Gemma sliding her fingers in and out rhythmically while her thumb rubbed circles that made Tara’s back arch.

They moved in tandem until Gemma felt Tara bite down on her bottom lip and tighten around her fingers. She erupted, gasping each syllable of Gemma’s name as she came undone.

A surge of energy from the orgasm had Tara taking control, flipping Gemma onto her back on the other side of the bed. Lowering her slick body on top, Tara hungrily wrapped her lips around each of Gemma’s nipples in turn. She kissed her way down Gemma’s torso, licking down her sides, causing a shiver of anticipation.

Gemma’s body moved with instinct, drawn into the heat of the moment, but her mind betrayed her. Caitlin’s wounded expression flickered unbidden behind her closed eyelids. The text message that waited for Gemma’s reply on the counter weighed on her mind. This woman’s touch was eager, grounding—but Gemma couldn’t stop drifting. No. The Caitlin she had known had disappeared nine years ago. She wasn’t hers anymore.

Tara took Gemma into her mouth, her tongue drawing slow circles around the spot that she craved most. She gasped as she felt two fingers slide inside of her, the promise of a release building within. Gemma was brought back to the present, the woman gripping her hips, pulling her deeper into her mouth. 

She felt her body start to shake as she neared the edge. With one more swipe of Tara’s tongue, Gemma was plunging into the orgasmic abyss.

THE NEXT MORNING, GEMMA WOKE to the sound of movement in her room. She cracked her eyes open to find Tara pulling on her jeans from the night before.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“No worries. Do you have to go, or can I make you a cup of coffee?” Gemma asked in an attempt at chivalry, secretly hoping that they wouldn’t have to make small talk this morning.

“Thanks, but I have to run home and get ready for work. I had fun last night, maybe we can do it again sometime.” Tara winked, pulling her light brown hair back into a clip.

“I’d like that.” Gemma had definitely enjoyed her time with Tara, but she hadn’t felt much of an emotional connection. Still, it had been nice to be intimate with a woman. Maybe it would be best if this relationship were purely physical right now.

Gemma rolled out of bed and threw on an oversized T-shirt to walk Tara out of her apartment. On her way past the kitchen, Gemma grabbed her phone and created a new contact, handing it to Tara to fill in her number. They said goodbye, Gemma giving Tara a quick kiss on the cheek, then Gemma made her way over to her coffee machine.

As the dark caffeine brewed, Gemma leaned against the marble countertop and opened her text messages to find that Tara had not just added herself as a contact but also sent a text to herself from Gemma’s phone. That was one way to start the conversation. Bold move. She was curious to see where things went with Tara, but she would need to confirm that they were on the same page before they saw each other again.

Closing the thread with Tara, Gemma opened Caitlin’s message from the night before and reread it five more times. What the hell was she going to do about this? How was she supposed to get through the next three months with Caitlin?


EIGHT

CAITLIN HAD NOW BEEN IN New York City for two days, and she had spent most of that time grappling with the anxiety of seeing Gemma again. It was overpowering, constantly feeling like she was moments away from being crushed by the weight of a boulder. She had often wondered if she would ever see Gemma again, but she had never imagined a scenario like this. How was she supposed to fake intimacy with someone who now resents her? No matter what they were trying to pretend, they would never be just co-stars.

Gemma was a chapter that Caitlin had walked away from without ever fully closing. And now, every scene, every glance, every line of dialogue, would risk cracking open what Gemma clearly wanted to stay sealed shut.

The first day of Forbidden Love had arrived, and even though it was only the table read with the cast and director, this was the first time that she would see Gemma again since their less-than-ideal reunion. Gemma had ignored Caitlin’s request to talk last week, so she didn’t know how this interaction was going to go. After Caitlin had reluctantly gotten ready, she headed downstairs to the town car waiting for her. 

Caitlin had made a habit of staying at the Peninsula Hotel whenever she came into the city. She always chose an Executive Suite, the rooms blending classic elegance with modern luxury. She felt her calmest here, the soothing neutral minimalism a stark contrast to the chaotic frenzy of New York City.

Her drive to the set was only fifteen minutes, assuming they didn’t get caught in traffic, so Caitlin took the moment to compose herself. She had learned some breathing techniques in her Pilates class a few months ago that she thought might come in handy one day, and it appeared that today was that day.

Focusing on taking slow, deep breaths, Caitlin felt her phone vibrate in her lap.

Michelle: Thinking about you, good luck today!

Caitlin smiled, appreciating how thoughtful Michelle was. She and Michelle had spent a lot more time together over the last two weeks that Caitlin was in LA. Each day, she had found herself enjoying Michelle’s company more. After they had slept together on their third date, Caitlin had even felt comfortable inviting Michelle into her home. This led to a few sleepovers, which had become rare since Caitlin’s rise to fame. Then Michelle had floated the question on her mind—what comes next?


Caitlin would be on the other side of the country for the next three months. She had tried to be as sincere as possible, telling Michelle that she really liked hanging out with her, but that Caitlin couldn’t offer her a committed relationship right now. Michelle had responded well enough, but she didn’t seem overly thrilled by Caitlin’s nonchalance.

They’d ultimately agreed to stay in touch whenever they had time and see what happened once Caitlin returned to LA. But if Caitlin was being honest with herself, Michelle deserved better. She couldn’t stop thinking about Gemma. The time that they’d be spending on set together might offer the second chance that Caitlin hadn’t even realized she wanted until now. She’d thought that she was over Gemma, but the moment she had seen her again after so much time apart, that familiar flutter had been impossible to ignore.

Caitlin reacted to Michelle’s sweet-natured message with a heart. She tossed her phone into her purse as the town car pulled up to the building, rolling to a stop at the curb. She was already a few minutes late, which had been her fault—procrastinating at its finest. New York City traffic was also a bit to blame, but that couldn’t be her excuse for tardiness.

Outside of the room holding the thick script, Caitlin found Forbidden Love’s director, arms crossed, clearly waiting for her arrival. She winced as Mrs. Ryan checked the time on her watch and said, “Ms. Stone, it’s nice of you to join us.”

McKenzie Ryan was known throughout the industry for taking significant risks that often paid off. She had a lengthy list of accomplishments, including Oscar wins for both Best Director and Best Picture. The casts she hand-selected for her projects often went on to win their own awards as well. This might be Caitlin’s only chance to be part of one of this woman’s Hollywood-shaking films. She couldn’t afford to jeopardize it by showing up late.

“Mrs. Ryan, I am so sorry for being late. I swear I’m normally not. I promise it won’t happen again.” Always a perfectionist, Caitlin hated when she didn’t live up to the ideal actress that she aspired to be. The entertainment industry was small, and word always got around whenever an actor became difficult to work with on set. It could end a career.

“Great, I’m holding you to that. Let’s go inside. There’s an empty chair next to Ms. Quinn with your script.”

Caitlin followed McKenzie through the door, the sharp-faced director announcing, “Okay, everyone, let’s quiet down so we can get started.” 

Hesitantly approaching the table, Caitlin saw that Gemma’s back was turned toward her. Her body seemed to grow more tense with each of Caitlin’s steps. Gemma’s natural black waves today reminded her so much of the fifteen-year-old she had known that the tension in her chest eased slightly. She pulled out the vacant seat next to Gemma, who returned a half smile from less than a foot away. It wasn’t the adoring beam that Caitlin had received countless times ten years ago, but it was a good start.  

“Hey.” Caitlin’s body buzzed from the proximity of this person who had once known it so intimately.

“Hi,” Gemma said in a tone that was new to Caitlin. 

The cast began reading the script line by line. The film’s opening scenes were relatively painless as they led up to the moment when Caitlin and Gemma’s characters meet for the first time, outside a theater. That was when things began to get more complicated—both in the script and there, sitting at the table. Caitlin had known, of course, that they were the two romantic leads. Watching it unfold for the first time, however, she was struck by how intense their scenes together would be.

“You look wonderful tonight,” Caitlin delivered the line to Gemma, a little too sincerely, as the scene opened on their first date. She meant it, not just in character.

“Thank you. You look stunning as well,” Gemma responded half-heartedly, and Caitlin sensed her discomfort.

Reading through their first kiss was awkward to say the least, not even pausing for the physical moment between their characters, but Caitlin sensed Gemma becoming even more agitated as they approached the movie’s emotional climax.

They set the scene—Caitlin and Gemma’s characters, Kate and Sarah, would be tangled in bed together. Gemma stumbled through her lines. The dialogue fell flat, stripped of feeling, and Caitlin sensed how difficult the moment would be to play on screen if they didn’t confront the tension simmering between them. It stained every exchange, every pause, every glance.

“I told him it’s over. I’ve been losing my mind without you. I made the biggest mistake of my life by choosing him. I’m sorry.” Caitlin’s voice was raw, suddenly sixteen again and standing on the doorstep of Gemma’s parents’ house. Not looking at what was written on the script, she tried to get Gemma to meet her gaze. “I’m in love with you, Sarah.”

“You’re everything to me, Kate. From the moment we first kissed, I knew you were the one I wanted to spend forever with,” Gemma spoke quickly, only briefly looking up from the yellow page and catching Caitlin’s eye. “I’m in love with you, too.” The last line came out as a whisper.

The scene marked the end of today’s table read, and Mrs. Ryan excused them all for the remainder of the day. Caitlin thought that, given the circumstances, the day had gone relatively smoothly. Although she had serious doubts about how their chemistry would come across on screen.

“Gemma,” Caitlin called out, chasing after her as she took a right turn out of the building.

Gemma wasn’t slowing down, so Caitlin jogged, weaving through the busy sidewalk until she was by her side.

“Would you want to grab dinner or run some lines together?”

Gemma turned, and the slight smile from earlier had vanished. “No. I have a date to get ready for. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

Caitlin felt the blood drain from her face as she imagined Gemma dating another woman.

“I thought we could start over. The table read went well.”

“Start over? Just like that?” Gemma snapped her fingers at Caitlin. “When we’re at work, we have a job to do, which means I will be professional. But when we’re done acting for the day, you will resume being irrelevant to my life.” 

Ouch.

“Fine, but you do realize that we have to talk about things at some point, right?”

“No, we don’t,” Gemma retorted sharply. “You’ve had nine years to find me, and you never tried once. So look, I get it. It would make your life easier if I could just act like nothing ever happened. But it did, and I don’t care if that makes you feel guilty, or uncomfortable, or whatever feeling it is that you want me to relieve you of. Let’s just do our jobs so that we can go back to our separate lives.”

Caitlin flattened. Time had obviously not dulled Gemma’s anger, and Caitlin couldn’t exactly blame her for it. She would probably feel the same way if the roles had been reversed.

Gemma dropped her shoulders, her anger deflating into defeat. “Look, the past is the past, Caitlin. You really hurt me, but we’re adults now, and I’m only here for my career. I’m not sure what you were expecting after all these years, but I’m not going to jump into your arms just because you’ve come back now. You didn’t come back for me.”

“I didn’t realize you hated me so much.” Caitlin sighed. She should have known better. She had been drawn to Gemma’s reckless resolve and fierce loyalty from the moment she had met her. She had never expected that she could end up on the wrong side of that fire.

“Hate implies that I spend time thinking about you. I don’t,” Gemma shot back, her face blank.

Caitlin flinched. She hadn’t expected them to fall back into a friendship right away, but given their history, she had hoped that Gemma might still care enough about her to hear her out. Clearly, that had been wishful thinking.

“I’ll respect whatever you want, then. Enjoy the rest of your night.” Caitlin tried to feign indifference, walking in the opposite direction back toward her car.  She fought the urge to turn around and check if Gemma was still there, watching her stroll away. Instead, she kept her eyes straight ahead until she was safely enclosed in the backseat.

She took a deep breath. It was going to be a long three months, but Caitlin could handle this. She had made a living from pretending.

Twenty minutes and a foggy car ride later, Caitlin made it back into her hotel. It was three o’clock, which meant that it was only noon in LA, so she decided to see if Michelle was around to chat.

Lounging back onto the light gray sofa in her suite’s living room, Caitlin tapped the number underneath Michelle’s name. 

“Hey movie star, how was your first day?” Michelle answered on the second ring, sounding cheery.

“It was good.” Caitlin didn’t want to get into the specifics. How could she do so without telling Michelle about her complicated history with her co-star? “We just had the table read today, so it was easy.”

“Anything crazy to report after meeting the rest of the cast?”

“Nope! Everyone seems to be getting along well. I haven’t heard about any drama yet.” Caitlin felt a pang of guilt for not telling Michelle about Gemma, but this didn’t feel like the right moment to bring it up, either. Not that there would ever be an easy opening to address something like that.

“Any big plans tonight? I’ve heard that New York is the city that never sleeps, after all,” Michelle said playfully.

Caitlin laughed at the idea, exhausted from the day. “Definitely not. I’m going to take a bath, run through my lines, and order some food. I want to get to bed early tonight, tomorrow’s call time is at six a.m. But what about you? How was your day?” She wanted to think about something, anything, as long as it wasn’t Gemma.

“A bath sounds lovely. My day’s been relaxing, so far. I went to the gym this morning and now I’m lying outside in my backyard with a book. I’ll probably have a quiet night too.”

Michelle updated Caitlin on a call that she had received two days ago—an offer for a new NBC show that would start filming its pilot season in two months, but Michelle wasn’t sure if it would be a good fit for her. Caitlin attentively helped her weigh the pros and cons of the position, feeling her burden ease at the idea of Michelle taking on a project of her own while Caitlin was in New York.

The remainder of the conversation stayed rather platonic, and for that, Caitlin was grateful. Michelle mattered to her, even if their relationship was currently suspended in uncertainty.

After they hung up, Caitlin drifted into the bathroom and turned on the hot water, the sound of the rushing tap relieving the ringing silence in her ears. As the tub filled, she ordered dinner from room service, her voice steady but hollow. Drained. Then she lowered herself into the bath, her back pressing against the cool porcelain as steam curled around her.

She closed her eyes, trying to quiet the storm inside her. The ache of knowing that Gemma would never return that feeling again.

There had likely been a reason that Caitlin never reached out to Gemma in the last nine years. Maybe she knew that if she did, then they would truly be over. It’s possible, she had avoided Gemma, holding on to the hope that enough time would pass, that one day Caitlin could show up at the right time with the right words and win her over again.

The water was warm, the room was still, but Caitlin felt as if she were unraveling in slow motion.      


NINE

Fall Semester, Sophomore Year of High School

GEMMA WAS GATEFUL FOR HER new friend. Darbie had helped make the first month at Westmore High School tolerable, if not entirely enjoyable. The girl was unlike anyone else that Gemma had met here, delighting in the task of taking her under her wing. Apparently, she needed to learn a lot about her peers, and not many people were eager to befriend the new girl.

On a Monday morning in mid-October, Darbie and Gemma decided to enjoy the crisp autumn air and walk to school instead of their usual carpool.

“How’s soccer going?” Darbie asked, using the time to catch up on Gemma’s life.

“Good, just waiting for my chance to start.” Gemma had made varsity as their second-string goalie. She was happy to be part of a team again and hoped that she’d get her opportunity to play soon.

“And how’s your BFF, the captain of the cheer squad?” Darbie teased, bumping her shoulder into Gemma’s.

Gemma blushed. Since that first day, she hadn’t seen much of Caitlin. They’d shared a few brief polite conversations in Spanish class. And of course, there were the times when Gemma’s eyes would stray across the quad, only to find Caitlin’s attention already on her.

“I think she was just going out of her way to be nice on the first day of school. We haven’t really spoken since.”

“Well, I guess you’ll just have to settle for me.” Darbie sighed overdramatically, making Gemma smile. 


“You’re the best part of Westmore High.” Gemma threw her arm around her friend’s shoulder. “Look, it’s us.” Gemma pointed at the house they were passing, the lawn decorated for Halloween. Two skeletons stood in the front yard, wearing pink and blue wigs, holding a blow-up guitar and drum, posed as if they were in a band.

The two broke out into cackles, debating who would look better in pink hair as they made their way up the path toward their school.

It may have just been the side effect of a Monday, but every class was extra boring that day. Gemma’s notes had started to contain more doodles than information by the time the bell rang for their last period.

Gemma perked up as she walked into the Spanish classroom, excited to see Caitlin. Her smile faltered as she watched Troy lean across the aisle to kiss Caitlin. Feeling unexpectedly embarrassed, Gemma averted her eyes and took the scenic route toward her own desk. 

During the teacher’s lesson on nouns—or was it verbs? Gemma looked up from her phone, which she had been hiding under the wooden surface, scrolling through Instagram. Caitlin was turned around in her seat, staring back at her. This time, unlike the others when Gemma had locked eyes, Caitlin didn’t jerk her attention back toward the teacher like she had been caught doing something wrong. Unable to look away, they held each other’s gaze for what felt like the rest of the period.

When the final bell rang, signaling the end of the school day, Gemma shoved her notebook into her backpack on the floor. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a folded piece of paper land upon her desk. By the time she looked up to see who the culprit was, the long auburn hair was already flowing out the door. 

Curious, Gemma peeked at the note.

Text me sometime, mi portera :)

555-467-1414

Gemma beamed like a kid entering the largest toy store in the world with unlimited cash. She’d have to look up the translation for that Spanish word later, but for now, she folded the white lined paper and carefully tucked it into her bag. Darbie would be waiting for her outside, and she would have to hurry to get to soccer practice, so she decided that she’d text Caitlin later.

“Ugh, I’m so glad this day is over.” Darbie groaned, falling into step with Gemma once she hit the hallway. It had become an unspoken ritual for Gemma and Darbie to walk together any chance they could, using the time to gossip about whatever high school drama Darbie had updates on.

“What happened?” Gemma eyed her curiously. She had just seen Darbie two periods ago, and she had been in her usual high spirits.

“Nothing. I just hate school. My classes suck this year.” She hesitated, before finishing the next thought. “Although… I did talk to this boy, Jake, in History today. We got paired up to do a project, and he’s kind of cute.”

Gemma asked to be filled in on all the details regarding this new crush before they ultimately had to part ways, arriving at the school gym.

“To be continued on tomorrow’s podcast episode of ‘What will happen between Darbie and Jake?’” Gemma mimicked a podcast host but ended up sounding more like a Monster Jam announcer, and the girls broke into laughter.

They hugged each other goodbye for the day, and Gemma headed into the girls’ locker room. The air was filled with the smell of sweat and sweet floral perfumes, the hum of the girls’ soccer team mingling with the chatter of the cheerleading squad, simultaneously getting ready for practice.

Standing in front of her locker, she spun the black dial to the left, then the right, and back to the left again, overhearing a sound more beautiful than birdsong. Gemma peeked around the row of dark gray lockers to find Caitlin in the next aisle, laughing brightly at something her friend had said.

Distracted, Gemma passed the last number of her lock combination and had to start over again. Successful this time, Gemma pulled her black Nike duffle bag out of her gym locker and sat on the wooden bench that took up the center of the aisle. Attempting to sneak one more glance at Caitlin, Gemma leaned back casually as she pulled on a sock over her shin guard, only to find the blue eyes already on her. She sat up straight, embarrassed that Caitlin had caught her. Well, technically, they had both gotten caught by the other.

Trying to play it cool, Gemma adjusted her lightweight navy polyester shorts and started to pull on her shirt over her sports bra.

“Nice outfit.”

Gemma would know that voice anywhere.

Scrambling to find the opening for her head in her bright orange goalie jersey, Gemma found herself stuck inside the long sleeve of the T-shirt like it was the first time she had ever dressed herself.

“Need some help?”

You’ve got to be kidding me.

Finally, Gemma found the correct opening for her head and emerged to find Caitlin giggling, leaning up against the locker next to hers. 

“Hey,” Gemma said, lightly grazing her palm over her hair, hoping the shirt hadn’t ruined her slicked-back ponytail.

“You know, you’re a better goalie than her.”

Gemma quirked her eyebrows in surprise. “Have you been watching me?”

A shy smirk spread across Caitlin’s face. “Maybe.”

Before Gemma could respond, Caitlin pushed herself off the locker and spun around, running to catch up with her squad as they left the locker room.

What was that all about?

Gemma shook her head, smiling softly and certainly intrigued.

THE NEXT DAY, GEMMA WALKED to her third-period class alone. Darbie hadn’t been feeling well, so she was currently in the nurse’s office. Whatever it was, Gemma hoped it wasn’t contagious. She couldn’t afford to miss soccer practice right now, not while she was still trying to prove her worth. Lost in her own world, she felt someone nudge her shoulder.

“Oh, hey!” Gemma’s lips turned upward as her eyes met Caitlin’s.

“Hey yourself. Wanna walk to class together?”

“Sure.” Gemma would never turn down a chance to exist in Caitlin’s bubble, even for a few minutes.

“So, where’d you move from?” Caitlin asked, holding a notebook tightly to her chest, a tote bag full of textbooks slung over her right shoulder.

“Detroit, Michigan.”

Caitlin turned toward her, and Gemma caught the sparkle in her eyes. “I’ve never been.”

For a moment, their gazes locked, something unspoken surged between them. Gemma had never felt anything so intense as this charged, undeniable desire to know the girl beside her.

“You aren’t missing much. It’s freezing cold and snows for like half of the year. But what about you? Were you born and raised here in New Hope?”

“Yup. My parents are workaholics, so I’ve never even left the area.” Caitlin paused. “What did you do for fun, back in Detroit?”

Out of the corner of her eye, Gemma suddenly spotted a small yellow ball flying toward them from across the quad, a heartbeat away from Caitlin’s head. She reflexively blocked the ball with her forearm before it could hit Caitlin.

Caitlin flinched, too late, before her muscles relaxed, realizing that Gemma just saved her from being clobbered by the heavy lacrosse ball. Recovering from the shock, an appreciative smile lit Caitlin’s face, her lips curving so high they nearly reached the corners of her eyes.

Gemma’s arm would definitely have a bruise tomorrow, but she would do anything to make Caitlin smile at her like that again.

“Hey babe.” The boy running toward them broke the momentary spell between the two girls. “Nice stop,” he said, grinning at Gemma. “Sorry, Alex over there has horrible aim.” He leaned down to kiss Caitlin, and Gemma felt an instant pang in her core as she watched their lips meet. “Who’s your friend?”

“This is Gemma. Gemma, this is my boyfriend, Troy. Gemma just moved to town.”

“Cool. Nice to meet you, Gemma.” The tall boy wrapped an arm around Caitlin’s shoulder. “I’ll walk you to class, babe.”

A silent, sorrowful look passed between them, just before Troy pulled her away.

Gemma deflated, turning down the opposite path toward her next period as the bell clanged throughout the quad.

After school, Gemma ran to her respective goal line, noticing that cheerleading practice was being held next to their field that day.

During their drills, she struggled to focus, her attention shifting from her teammates over to where the captain of the cheerleaders stood in front of the rest of the squad. Gemma was mesmerized, following Caitlin’s confident grace as she led the other girls through stretching routines.  

“Shit,” she mumbled under her breath, a soccer ball colliding hard with her stomach. It was obvious to everyone now that Gemma’s focus had been elsewhere.  


Coach blew her whistle. “Care to join us, Quinn?”

Gemma felt her face warm with embarrassment, realizing that some of the giggles directed at her were coming from the direction of the cheerleaders. So much for hoping that Caitlin hadn’t noticed.

“Sorry, Coach.” Gemma fixed her place in the goal to continue their drills.

Once the commotion had died down, Gemma chanced a glance in Caitlin’s direction, only to find her eyes already on Gemma. Caitlin gave a shy wave in her direction, causing butterflies to fill Gemma’s core. It was becoming harder to ignore the feelings building inside her.

Having a crush on a girl was not new to Gemma. She had discovered that bit of information about herself when she had been in middle school, after she had kissed a friend as a dare at a sleepover. She had never had an actual girlfriend, but she knew that she didn’t look at boys the same way that she saw girls.

Fifteen now, Gemma found herself feeling something more profound than a sleepover crush, and it scared her. Especially since the girl in question already had a boyfriend. Caitlin probably didn’t even think about girls like that.

When Gemma got home from practice later that evening, she went straight upstairs to her bedroom and sat down at her desk, letting out a sigh. Now, a month into the school year, homework seemed to take her longer and longer each night. She unzipped the black backpack and pulled out her books, noticing the small, folded-up piece of scrap paper that Caitlin had thrown onto her desk.

Reading it again made her heart race. She admired the words, written in Caitlin’s neat cursive handwriting, before typing mi portera into Google Translate.

My goalie.  

She laughed, deciding she should pay more attention in Spanish class.

Before she could think twice, Gemma picked up her phone and sent a text.




555-321-8097: Hey Caitlin, it's Gemma. 

Gemma probably could have come up with a better opening.

Caitlin: Hey! I was wondering if you had read my note. 

Gemma: I put it in my backpack yesterday and just saw it again now! I texted you right after :) How was practice?

Caitlin: It was good... although I saw this goalie get distracted by the squad during practice today and get hit with a soccer ball. I hope she's okay. 

Gemma: So funny, I actually saw that too. I think she was only distracted by one cheerleader, though. But yeah, she was totally fine. 

Gemma caught herself smiling. She loved being teased by Caitlin. They slipped into conversation naturally, like they’d been friends for years. Caitlin went into detail about cheer squad drama, and Gemma gave her the behind-the-scenes look of her new soccer team. Before she knew it, it was after ten o’clock, and Gemma hadn’t opened even one textbook.

Gemma: I should probably get to my homework. Hopefully I'll see you tomorrow at school.

Caitlin: I'll be sure to find you.

A blush spread across Gemma’s face as she read and then re-read the text from Caitlin. She plugged her phone into its charger on her nightstand to avoid further distraction.

About an hour and a half later, Gemma finished all of the schoolwork she had felt like doing that night. Whatever was left, she could finish tomorrow during her study period. She got ready for bed and shut off the lights, but before she could close her eyes, her phone screen lit up the dark room.

Caitlin: Hope homework's going well. If you're not busy this weekend, would you wanna do something?

Surely Caitlin wasn’t asking her out on a date. No, she couldn’t be—she had a boyfriend. This was just friendly. Gemma needed to stay cool, keep it casual. Still, she couldn’t help the way her heart skipped a beat at the thought of spending time together.

Gemma: I have a soccer game Saturday morning, but after that I'm free.

Caitlin: Perfect. come over to my house at 3 p.m.

Gemma: I'll be there.

Gemma was already counting down the minutes, excited to spend time with Caitlin outside of school. She could hardly wait, but with days still to go before the weekend, she would have to keep her nerves in check.

SATURDAY AFTERNOON HAD ARRIVED, AND Gemma was finally on her way over to Caitlin’s house. New Hope was growing on her, and the ability to ride her bike everywhere was a welcome change from Detroit. She used the time to calm her anxiety, reminding herself that this was not a date.

Her cool, calm poise had lasted for approximately ten seconds before Caitlin’s front door swung open. Gemma’s mind went blank as she took in Caitlin, standing in front of her with an expectant smile. The girl’s black yoga pants, paired with a cropped pink T-shirt and her usual confidence, lit Gemma up from within. She tried to keep her reaction neutral, but her eyes flitted down Caitlin’s outfit before landing on her face again. Her grin was unmistakable—playful, knowing, and holding a hint of mischief.

“Come in. Can I get you anything to drink?” 

Oh, thank God, yes!

Gemma swallowed, suddenly feeling her mouth go drier than a desert. “A water would be great, thank you.”

She followed Caitlin into the kitchen to help carry the drinks and snacks downstairs.

The Stone’s basement felt like a second living room. It was warm and inviting, with a large TV perched on top of a sleek black entertainment center. In front of it, two dance mats lie side by side, each marked with four directional arrows like a compass, their cables trailing into a nearby gaming console. A beige leather couch, L-shaped and comfortably worn, sat behind the mats.

They placed their drinks and snack bowls onto the coffee table off to the side.

“Ever play?”

“Only once or twice.” Gemma nervously ran her fingers through her long straight ponytail that flowed over her shoulder. “It’s fun, but I’m not a great dancer.”

“We’ll start on the beginner level.” Caitlin winked, setting loose the butterflies that apparently lived rent-free inside Gemma’s stomach.

Caitlin turned on the video game, and the television screen flashed with the green Dance Dance Revolution logo.

In the first round, Gemma did her best to keep up with Caitlin, royally failing. Caitlin continued to beat her song after song until Gemma’s competitive side was screaming with frustration. Determined, Gemma found her rhythm and finally beat Caitlin, whooping in triumph.

The way Caitlin looked at her, shy but proud, made Gemma feel like maybe Caitlin had let her win. She didn’t care, though. Just being here, laughing with her—this was the most fun that Gemma could remember having since she had left Detroit.

“Rematch!” Caitlin shouted, her long auburn hair flying as she spun toward Gemma. “You’re getting better at this.”

Gemma smiled, faltering when she saw the wicked, up-to-no-good grin on Caitlin’s face. She turned toward the screen and watched as Caitlin picked an intermediate-level song.

Intermediate? How hard could it be?

With her game face on, Gemma was locked in, ready for battle.

Techno beats filled the basement as Gemma’s heart began to race. She tried to convince herself it was because of the song, not the beautiful girl dancing next to her. Left, left, right, down, up, the arrow lit up to the tempo of the song, Gemma hitting each step like a pro. In the zone, she was caught off guard by a hand on her shoulder, playfully shoving her to throw off her groove.

Gemma scrambled to get back on the beat and was about to secure another victory when Caitlin jumped onto Gemma’s mat, stepping on every wrong arrow and pushing Gemma off the dance pad altogether. Gemma could barely breathe, laughing hard at Caitlin’s attempt to sabotage the game. Gemma took back control of her mat, matching her steps to the bass’s looping rhythm.

As she jumped onto her right foot, Caitlin threw her hip into Gemma, sending her tumbling onto the floor. Throwing herself off balance with the move, Caitlin landed beside Gemma. The game was forgotten as they fell into a fit of laughter together.   


“You were just mad I was about to beat you again,” Gemma teased. “Couldn’t let me take the DDR trophy, could you?”

“You wish,” Caitlin retorted.

Gemma felt the plush wool carpet against her back as she tried to get her giggling under control. Caitlin, lying a few inches away, rolled onto her side and began tickling under Gemma’s armpits and across the back of her neck, stopping Gemma from razzing Caitlin further. She yelped and thrashed her body, attempting to get away, but her frantic movements only tangled their limbs further as they tumbled across the floor together.

Their laughter stopped abruptly when Caitlin flipped on top of Gemma, pinning her arms to the floor. The tickle fight was suddenly over, but Caitlin didn’t move. Her body still pressed close, their chests heaving between them. Their faces hovered inches apart, and Gemma found herself drowning in the ocean-blue of Caitlin’s eyes. The air between them pulsed with an electric vibration until Caitlin blinked, shook her head, and gently removed herself from Gemma.

“Sorry. Are you okay?” Caitlin reached out to help Gemma stand.

Gemma felt the loss of Caitlin’s body as the volts of electricity continued to course through her veins. Sliding her palm into Caitlin’s, Gemma gripped her hand and jumped up to her feet. Their eyes locked as she stood, neither letting go of the other’s hand. If tension were flammable, their gaze would’ve sparked a blaze intense enough to bring down the entire house. 


The mixed signals were making Gemma’s head spin. There were the flirty texts, alone time, and lingering looks, but all had been followed by a quick retreat. Was Gemma overthinking this? Maybe this was how Caitlin acted with all of her friends.

“It’s totally fine, I’m good.” Gemma took a step back, needing to put some physical distance between them. “I should probably head home. I’m sure my mom will have dinner ready soon.”

Gemma could have sworn that she saw Caitlin’s shoulders drop at the mention of her leaving, but it was for the best. Gemma needed to remove herself from this situation before she crossed a line that she wouldn’t be able to un-cross.

When she hugged Caitlin goodbye in the doorway, it felt forced and awkward. Without looking back, Gemma hopped onto her bike and headed toward her house.

Home just in time for her mom’s famous lasagna, Gemma sat down at the square dining table. She updated her parents on the latest news at school, soccer, and the new friends she had made, making an intentional effort not to linger on Caitlin’s name. They were thrilled that she seemed to be doing better after the initial sadness of the move. Gemma felt grateful to have parents who genuinely cared so much. 

After Gemma had helped clear the dishes, she checked her phone, disappointed to find that she didn’t have any new texts. Dancing with Caitlin had been a blast, but things had been left feeling weird between them. Deciding to be the first one to make a move, Gemma reached out, hoping to dispel the awkwardness from earlier.

Gemma: I had fun today! Let's do it again soon. Unless you're too scared that I'll keep kicking your ass ;) 

Caitlin: Me too :) You wish! Rematch anytime!

Relief poured over Gemma. Thank God Caitlin hadn’t been able to read her thoughts earlier while lying on the floor together, their bodies connected at every point.

Gemma lay in bed that night with a smile on her face, thinking about the way Caitlin looked when she laughed. Their friendship wasn’t ruined by the tension they had felt, but if Gemma didn’t stop these feelings for Caitlin from developing, she was going to be in deep trouble.


TEN

CAITLIN ARRIVED TO SET THAT morning to find her trailer had been parked right next to Gemma’s. It made sense, of course, but for some reason, it had still caught her off guard. They desperately needed to talk, even if Gemma kept shutting her down. Caitlin wasn’t going to give up. After their last interaction at the table read, she knew that at the minimum, Gemma would at least be friendly to her at work.

Caitlin knocked on her neighbor’s door and waited until she got permission to enter. When a voice sounded from the other side, Caitlin turned the handle and walked up the steps.

Gemma stood in front of the small square mirror hanging on the wall of the cramped trailer, holding her script. Based on the unhappy look on her face, Caitlin knew that she was probably not the person Gemma had been expecting. Gemma hadn’t told her to go to hell, though, so Caitlin took that as a win and stepped further into the lounge.

“I just wanted to... um, come say hi. Before we got started today.” Caitlin stumbled over her words, hearing the distant rumble of generators and the crew shouting through the thin walls.

Caitlin thought back to when they had started hanging out together during their sophomore year of high school. Gemma tugged her out of the safe little box she had been living in. Flirting with friends, collapsing into tickle fights, and dancing barefoot in the basement hadn’t been part of Caitlin’s usual rhythm. She had rarely spent one-on-one time with anyone besides Troy. But with Gemma, everything had felt different. Each moment was a first, reshaping how Caitlin had seen the world and herself.

Now, angrily standing in front of her, Gemma’s voice yanked Caitlin back from those bittersweet memories. “You really don’t need to do this. We can act just like everyone else without history. Show up, do our scenes, and go home.”

Caitlin crossed her arms at her chest, needing the comfort. “I get it. You aren’t thrilled about me being here.”

“That’s an understatement,” Gemma mumbled under her breath.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” It seemed that the nicer Caitlin tried to be, the harsher Gemma’s words became, and it was beginning to aggravate her.

“I really hoped to never see you again.”

The sting of Gemma’s words coursed through Caitlin, and this time, she couldn’t subdue the anger bubbling inside of her.

“Listen, this film is a big opportunity for me. This could be my shot at an Oscar nomination with McKenzie Ryan. So we need to get on the same page here because I’m not going to let you ruin this for me.”

Gemma scoffed. “It’s nice to see you haven’t changed one bit. Always looking out for Caitlin.” She dropped the script on the small desk, barely controlling her rage, and moved closer to Caitlin. “Did it ever occur to you that maybe this means something to me, too? That this movie could get me off of network television and away from the misogynistic piece of shit that makes my life a living hell? This isn’t just a big opportunity for you, Caitlin. This could make or break me.”

The air sat heavy between them, thick with the scent of hairspray and a decade-old resentment. Caitlin squeezed her arms tighter around her body. At the mention of a man mistreating Gemma, fury surged through Caitlin. She felt an overwhelming impulse to scream and hunt down anyone who had ever hurt Gemma.

But then the deeper truth hit. Caitlin herself hadn’t been kind. She had never stopped to consider what this role might mean to Gemma. That realization cracked her open, and a dozen feelings rushed in at once. She was suddenly drowning in the guilt, the regret, and the love that she still felt toward the woman seething in front of her.

Gemma narrowed her eyes at Caitlin, waiting for a retort that never came. She didn’t have any anger left.

“Well, we’re here now, whether we like it or not. So what is the page that you would like us to get on?” Gemma asked.

Caitlin could feel the pressure building with every moment they stood in this confined trailer. She needed to resolve this matter before the time bomb exploded.

“I want you to be able to be in my presence without looking like you want to throw up.” Caitlin softened, uncrossing her arms. “I don’t want it to show up on the screen.”

Gemma placed her hands on her hips. “Thanks, but I don’t need advice from you. You’ve always been so good at focusing on yourself, so I suggest you do that now.”

Caitlin realized that, in this moment, there was no explanation, no apology that would satisfy Gemma. The years of silence between them had hardened into something immovable. Not knowing what else to do, Caitlin retreated from the trailer, each step heavy with regret.

The remainder of the afternoon went peacefully following Caitlin’s earlier departure from Gemma’s trailer. Her scenes that day were all filmed with her on-screen husband, allowing her to keep a safe distance from Gemma. Tomorrow would be a different story, though.

The University of Pennsylvania theater classes hadn’t exactly prepared her for this situation, believe it or not. But for everyone’s sake, Caitlin really hoped that the two of them could keep it together. She knew she couldn’t place all the blame on Gemma. They had been forced back into each other’s lives after not seeing or speaking to one another since they were nineteen. There was no playbook for moments like this, no script to follow, no easy fix. But Caitlin knew with an aching clarity that if they didn’t face the past, they would stay trapped in it indefinitely.

When Caitlin got back to her hotel room that night, she called her best friend.

“Hey girl!” Caitlin immediately felt better hearing Maddie’s voice. “How’s the Big Apple?”

“Ugh.” Caitlin groaned into the phone.

“Damn, that bad?”

“Gemma is just making this so difficult. And I get it, I gave her the reason not to like me in the first place. But I had thought that since it’s been so long, maybe she would be over it by now.” Caitlin sighed.

“I mean, Cait, seriously? I’m not defending her, but you broke up with her and then literally ghosted her. How’d you think she was going to react? Even if she’s over you by now, that doesn’t mean she’s not still angry. Cut her some slack—and maybe yourself, while you’re at it. This is a messy situation.”

Caitlin appreciated that Maddie was always so brutally honest with her. She needed a friend who would stand by her no matter what. But she also needed to be told the truth, even when it wasn’t easy to hear.

“Yeah, I guess. I just don’t know how to give Gemma space while also working so closely together.”

“Just give it some time, you guys will figure it out. In the meantime, just try to stay away when you’re not filming with her. It might take a while, but eventually you’ll both be in the right headspace to talk.”

Caitlin couldn’t fight that logic.

“How’s life in LA? Miss me yet?”

“Obviously, I miss your ass. Things are good, just enjoying my time off while I have it.” Maddie paused briefly before a light seemed to switch on in her brain. “Oh my God, I can’t believe I almost forgot. I went to Kim’s the other day, and Michelle was there. Based on the questions she was asking me about you and the movie, I’m assuming you haven’t told her about Gemma yet, have you?” 

“Not exactly. You didn’t say anything, did you?”

“Come on, Cait. You know I covered for you, but I got the impression that she’s been feeling a little off about the two of you. I know you’re dealing with a lot over there, but for me, could you please just be honest with Michelle about Gemma? I really like Kim, and I don’t want to get caught lying to either of them.”

“Okay, okay, I’ll give her a call.” Things were clearly getting serious between Maddie and Kim, which Caitlin didn’t want to ruin.

After they were both entirely up to date on each other’s lives, Caitlin left her hotel room and walked to a nearby bar. She was exhausted and craving the comfort of bed, yet the hotel’s walls felt confining, making her restless and unraveling. She needed some fresh air. Hopefully, dinner and a glass of scotch would offer enough of a distraction to quiet the thoughts swirling between Gemma and Michelle, giving Caitlin a chance at some real rest tonight.

Entering the building, Caitlin took the elevator up to the eighth floor. She headed left, opting for the lounge rather than a table in the main restaurant. The vibrant space, aglow with the city lights flickering through the floor-to-ceiling windows, buzzed with customers. Caitlin could understand the appeal. The view of New York City was breathtaking.

She took a seat in one of the empty hunter green velvet couches that faced the windows. Caitlin took a deep, steadying breath, sinking into the cushions just as a waitress appeared to take her order.

As Caitlin waited for her drink to arrive, she admired the elegantly dressed people around the room. Friends sharing a drink after work, a few couples on dates—the night hummed with possibility.

Two women, specifically, caught her eye. They sat on stools along the wall of glass windows, a ledge beside them just wide enough for their drinks. She entertained herself by trying to determine if the two were on a date. The darker-haired woman, her ponytail swaying as she faced away from Caitlin, hadn’t responded to the other woman’s flirtatious touches. Yikes. If it was a date, it didn’t seem to be going very well.

The waitress returned, handing Caitlin her glass of scotch as she continued to observe the two strangers. She felt a twinge of guilt as if she were intruding on a private moment. But she was alone tonight, and there was little to do besides people-watch. Her gaze lingered on the woman across the room, still faceless, her long straight ponytail draped over one shoulder. The woman ran her fingers through it, and something stirred in Caitlin. Her face flushed with a flicker of recognition.

The gesture was so familiar that it made Caitlin’s heart stutter. She had seen it a thousand times before, bundled up on cold metal bleachers while watching the girl standing at the end of the soccer pitch become bored to tears during Westmore’s offense. Was it just a trick of the light?

Just as she was plotting to move further into the bar to get a better look at the woman’s face, a waitress approached the two women. They turned to order, and that’s when Caitlin saw her.

Gemma.

Emotions flooded Caitlin as she realized she had been watching her ex-girlfriend on a date. This couldn’t be happening. She had to get out of there, fast, before Gemma saw her.

Before the server could set Caitlin’s dinner plate down in front of her, she asked for it to be boxed up to go. In a hurried afterthought, she also requested another glass of scotch to down while she waited to pay her check.

Aimlessly, Caitlin scrolled through her social media, not truly processing the images on the screen, just trying to prevent her eyes from finding Gemma again. Seeing her out like this, dressed up for another woman, made Caitlin feel hollow. And yet, sitting there, half hidden in the shadows and unable to look away, she also felt like she had crossed a line somehow.

She traded the waitress her credit card for the glass of dark liquor, and as she took a large swig, she heard a woman nearby squeal.

Caitlin was afraid to look up.

Unable to stop herself from peeking, Caitlin discovered Gemma’s date pointing right at her.

Shit.

Caitlin plastered an artificial smile across her face, attempting to mask her discomfort as the woman now drew near.

“Oh my God, Caitlin Stone! I’m such a huge fan! Do you think we could take a quick selfie together?”

Caitlin’s anxiety started climbing as more and more patrons began to look her way.

She didn’t seem to have much of a choice, seeing the woman already holding her phone out in front of them to snap a picture. The camera caught Caitlin unprepared, her face likely twisted in discomfort. Looking past the outstretched phone, she saw Gemma watching them, zeroed in on Caitlin like a hawk. The irritation on her face was unmistakable.

After the apparent fan had taken a photo, she returned to where she had previously been sitting with Gemma, who was still glaring at Caitlin. She didn’t break eye contact until her date had retaken her seat, at which point she turned her back to Caitlin.

A black leather book holding Caitlin’s paid bill was placed lightly on the table before her, along with her boxed dinner. If only they had come five minutes sooner, she might have escaped with her dignity.

Before Caitlin made a dash for the exit, she finished the contents of her glass and chanced one last glance in Gemma’s direction.

Gemma had moved closer to her date, sliding her stool only inches away from the other woman. Their legs were now stacked together in a row, Gemma’s hand lying across the other woman’s thigh. She checked over her right shoulder, seeming to make sure that Caitlin was still watching.

Caitlin kicked herself for continuing to sit there, knowing that her presence was only egging Gemma on further. What an absolute disaster the night had turned into. It was as if Caitlin had been observing a car crash unfold in slow motion right before her eyes, unable to turn away. She set her empty glass on the table and rushed out of the bar, her heart thudding.

Within a few minutes, Caitlin stood panting as she locked the deadbolt on her hotel door. So much for getting Gemma off her mind before bed.


ELEVEN

THE NEXT MORNING WOULD MARK the first day of filming with Caitlin, and Gemma was a mess of nerves. She could play the tough girl act all she wanted, but the truth was, Caitlin’s sudden reappearance in New York had rattled her to her core. The bigger shock had come with the realization that she didn’t hate Caitlin. Not even after everything. She tried. God, she’d tried. But the feeling just wouldn’t stick.

Caitlin had been the first and only woman that Gemma had ever truly loved. It had taken her longer to move on from Caitlin than she liked to admit, but when there had been no other choice, Gemma had forced herself to keep moving forward. Being back in Caitlin’s presence now, breathing the same air, was evoking so many emotions. The warmth of old affection rose alongside the fresh sting of anger and grief. So much had changed, yet it felt as if nothing truly had. Sure, time had passed. But the emotions had still been right there, waiting.

Gemma needed to separate her personal feelings toward Caitlin from this movie and quickly. As much as it pained her, opening up to Caitlin about the heartache she still harbored might ease some of the tension between them. It might clear the air, help them shape this movie into something they could both be proud of. But to get there, Gemma would have to face Caitlin and find a way to reconnect. She wasn’t sure that her heart was ready for that yet.

In the meantime, tonight would be her last night free for a while, so she had decided to give Tara a call. The two of them had fallen into a pattern of drinking and sex. Gemma had slipped into an easy rhythm with the woman, light and uncomplicated. Whenever able, the two would meet for a few drinks, share flirty touches and laughter, then return to Gemma’s bed together. She couldn’t imagine feeling anything deeper for Tara, but whatever they had together seemed to suit them both right now.

As Gemma walked into the already-crowded bar that night to meet Tara, she found herself instantly regretting her decision. She should have stayed at home, nestled into her couch in sweatpants with a glass of wine and some takeout. Now that she thought about it, Pad Thai did sound good.

Debating whether or not she should make a break for it and text Tara that she wasn’t feeling well, she spotted Tara, waving from the other side of the room. Gemma made her way over and loosely wrapped her arms around Tara before taking the empty stool beside her.

Two glasses of red wine sat on the ledge along the window waiting. Gemma appreciated that Tara had taken the initiative of ordering for them, but she really needed something a little stronger tonight. 


The conversation felt even thinner than the burgundy liquid in their glasses. The usual exchanges of “How are you?” and “How’s work been?” played out like a tired script. It was the same dull opening as every other time they had met. Gemma found her attention drifting, unable to stay in the moment. Suddenly, the thought of another meaningless night with this woman felt unbearable.

Her eyes were watching Tara as she talked, sipping on her drink, but Gemma wasn’t listening. She was thinking about Caitlin—wondering how it was possible that after all these years, she still took Gemma’s breath away. Adult Caitlin had more definition, eyes that were slightly deeper blue now and filled with more life. And she had a gentleness to her that Gemma hadn’t remembered.

She had missed Caitlin more than she was willing to acknowledge and seeing her again had stirred something warm yet aching within her. She was trying desperately to keep that truth buried. Their history had been sealed away, tucked deep into the recesses of her memory like a locked vault she had never meant to open. But now, being in Caitlin’s orbit again, she felt the latch give way. Her current longing grappled with old wounds that hadn’t quite healed. It felt like she was stepping into the sea at high tide, only to realize too late that a rip current was dragging her beneath the surface.

Gemma was about to call it a night once their drinks were finished. Suddenly, Tara let loose an ear-piercing squeal and jumped out of her seat, scaring the shit out of her. Gemma turned and watched as Tara headed toward the center of the room, her focus locked onto someone sitting alone at a table. The person wasn’t visible to Gemma at first, blocked by Tara’s body, but as the two turned to pose for a selfie, her stomach dropped. 


Gemma pressed her hands to her eyes and rubbed, maybe a bit too hard, sure that she was hallucinating. Nope. Still there.

It was Caitlin, sitting on a sofa by herself. Of course, Tara would be a Caitlin Stone fan. Gemma rolled her eyes, continuing to watch this interaction between her date and her ex. How long had Caitlin been there? Had she seen her before this moment? Had she been able to tell that Gemma had been thinking about her while on a date with another woman?

Their eyes locked just then, and Gemma abruptly turned to face out the window.

When Tara returned to her seat, Gemma inched her own stool closer. She observed the joy lighting up Tara’s face from the chance to meet a celebrity that she admired, and it struck a nerve. This was her date, not Caitlin’s, and she refused to be upstaged. 

With a glance over her shoulder to make sure that Caitlin’s eyes were still fixed on her, Gemma leaned in to whisper in Tara’s ear, gripping the woman’s thigh and hoping that Tara’s face would put on a good show for Caitlin.

After a few more giggles and flirty touches, Gemma peeked over her shoulder again, only to find that the sofa was now empty. She wondered at what point Caitlin had left.

Deflating, Gemma removed her hand from Tara’s leg and leaned back.

“Is everything okay?” Tara asked, noticing the change in Gemma’s demeanor.

In that moment, Gemma realized that she had just used Tara for her own revenge, and she felt horrible. Tara deserved better than that, and she knew it. It was time to end this.

“Tara… look. I’ve had a lot of fun spending time with you, but I know I’ve been preoccupied lately. It wouldn’t be fair of me to keep this going between us.” She felt like such a jerk.  

“Oh. Alright. No, that’s fine. If this is too much for you right now, we can stop,” Tara said, taken aback but seemingly not upset.  

“Yeah, I think I just need to focus on work right now. I’m sorry, and I do hope we can still be friends.” Gemma recited the script that she had used countless times, feeling the familiar mask of feigned regret slipping across her face.

Understanding, Tara nodded and gave Gemma a soft smile.

After paying the bill, Gemma walked Tara out into the cool night air. They shared a brief hug, saying little, and went their separate ways.

THE DAY GEMMA HAD BEEN dreading came quicker than she anticipated. Her list of stressors was growing fast lately, and they all seemed to stem from Caitlin.

Gemma walked to set that morning, needing some fresh air and warm sun on her face. While she sipped a strong brew of coffee out of her Yeti, Gemma tried her best to prepare herself for the day ahead. She needed to shake off the past for now and the anxiety that clung to it. She was one hell of an actress, and it was time to show everyone, including her ex-girlfriend and herself.

Gemma had just settled into her glam chair with her everything bagel from craft services, thick with cream cheese, when her phone vibrated in her lap.

Darbie: Hey! Checking in to see how my favorite New Yorker is doing. 

Gemma and Darbie had kept in touch after high school, visiting each other occasionally throughout college. After graduation, Darbie moved back to New Hope to be near her family and eventually opened an art studio for local children. Sometimes she would pop into New York to see Gemma on a free weekend, and they always made an effort to see each other whenever Gemma visited her parents in Pennsylvania.  

Gemma: Hey! Oh, you know, getting ready to see Caitlin. 

Darbie: Oh my God. Did my time machine work? Are we sixteen again?

At that, Gemma let out an audible laugh.

Gemma: I have sooo much to fill you in on. Let's have a FaceTime wine night soon. I miss you. 

Darbie: ASAP, please. You're leaving my on the edge of my seat over here! I miss you too. If you have a day off this weekend, let me know. 

She replied with a heart emoji and began rehearsing her lines for today—Sarah and Kate were about to meet for the first time.

Sarah, played by Gemma, was an aspiring Broadway dancer. The scene opened within a Broadway theater, where Sarah was auditioning for a new play. After messing up a line, her entire routine is thrown off, causing the producer to dismiss her unceremoniously. Sarah ran off the stage and out of the theater in tears, stumbling into the busy streets of New York City and straight into another woman.

“Oh my God,” Sarah said between sobs. “I’m so sorry.” She looked up to find a tall, beautiful woman wrapped in a long white fur coat and dripping in diamonds.

An uninvited memory flashed through Gemma’s mind. It had been another collision, thirteen years earlier, only with a lot fewer jewels. She hoped that the sadness in her voice, drawn from the familiar ache, was lending to her performance.

“Not to worry, darling,” Kate responded eloquently, straightening her fur.

Kate, played by Caitlin, lived on the Upper East Side with her husband, whose family wealth stretched back for generations.

“Are you alright?” Kate asked, taking in Sarah’s appearance. She noted the waterworks falling down the woman’s face, splattering her old worn-in jacket and ballet leotard.

Sarah wiped under her eyes with the back of her hand as she tried to catch her breath.

“Would you like to join me for a cup of coffee? My treat.” Kate didn’t wait for an answer, confidently striding toward a nearby café, willing Sarah to follow her.

She did.

While sitting across from each other at a small round table, Kate respectfully avoided the topic of Sarah’s tears, making Sarah feel safe enough to share what had caused them. Soon, the women were chatting easily, as if they were long-time friends.

Mrs. Ryan seemed impressed by Caitlin and Gemma as the morning progressed smoothly, their past remaining securely hidden. However, the parallels between the movie and reality were becoming eerie.

Gemma finished the rest of her afternoon without seeing Caitlin again. Logically, she should have been relieved, but now Gemma was wishing for an excuse to talk to her.

As Gemma was heading home for the day, Caitlin suddenly appeared beside her on the sidewalk.

“Have fun on your date last night?”

Was Gemma sensing a little jealousy in Caitlin’s tone? Maybe her move had worked after all.

“It was so much fun. What’d you think of my girlfriend?” For whatever reason, the lie rolled right off her tongue. Maybe Gemma had thought that hurting Caitlin would lessen her own pain. It didn’t.

“Girlfriend?” Caitlin asked, suspiciously, as they walked together. “What’s her name?”

“That’s none of your business.” Gemma refused to look at Caitlin, focusing instead on her feet as they moved toward her apartment. “Is it so hard for you to believe that someone would want to be with me?”  

Caitlin grabbed Gemma’s forearm and pulled her to a stop. When they paused on the sidewalk, finally facing each other, Gemma looked down to where Caitlin’s fingers were wrapped around her arm. Caitlin quickly yanked her hand away, as if Gemma’s skin had scalded her.

Gemma crossed her arms at her chest, hating the absence that Caitlin’s hand had left behind.

“Gemma, I didn’t mean it that way. It just didn’t look like you two were that serious, that’s all.”

“Well, we are. I guess you just don’t know me as well as you think you do.”

Caitlin eyed her warily, and Gemma wished she knew what she was thinking. “Can we please go grab dinner and talk?”

The word yes was on the tip of her tongue. Gemma wanted to. She longed to tear down this bleak world that they’d constructed between them and trade it all for something softer, something honest. But she couldn’t. Not yet. Nine years later, and the wound still felt too fresh.

“No. My girlfriend’s probably waiting for me at my apartment. I have to go.”  Gemma turned, resuming her route home and moving her feet a little quicker than before.

Once she was safely behind her locked apartment door, Gemma called Hayley.

“Hey, I was just thinking about you! What’s up?” Hayley answered the phone.

“Hi.”

“Oh Gem, what’s wrong?”

“Caitlin.”

“What’d she fucking do now?” Hayley’s tone had shifted from being light and cheery to venomous rage. 

Gemma recounted the events from the previous night, followed by the conversation that had just unfolded.

Hayley laughed through the receiver.

“It’s not funny, Hay! Why does Caitlin still get under my skin so badly?”

“Maybe because she fucked you over, broke your heart, disappeared for nine years, reappeared, and now neither of you has had the balls to acknowledge it?”

Gemma groaned into the phone. “Well, why is that my problem? She’s the one who left. She always knew where to find me. If she had wanted to talk, she had almost a decade to do it. I just want her to go away again.”

“Oh shit.” Hayley gasped. “You still have feelings for her.”

“I absolutely do not!” Gemma felt her face getting redder by the minute. Thankfully, Hayley couldn’t see her.

“You totally do, and you love that she’s chasing you.” Hayley sounded simultaneously smug and pissed off.

It had always aggravated Gemma that Hayley could read her so well. But she was wrong this time. If Gemma could have it her way, she’d never see Caitlin again. So why did the thought make her queasy?

Dammit.

“Gem, you have to talk to Caitlin at some point.”

“No, I don’t. We don’t have to be friends to do this movie. I have years of experience acting with a shitty co-star. Eventually, the movie will be finished, she’ll go back to LA, and we can all go on with our lives.”

“Righttttt, that’s a healthy plan. You’re not even a week into filming, and you’re already spiraling.”

“Ugh!” Gemma groaned again, the only response she could come up with at the moment.

“I mean, Gem, come on. No matter how it ended, Caitlin was your first love. You thought you were going to spend forever with her.” Gemma could hear the sympathy in Hayley’s voice. “Anyone would be upset if they were in your shoes. But it’s also okay if you’re a little happy to see her.”

Gemma exhaled a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding in. She needed to cut herself a break when it came to Caitlin. She had obviously never been through anything like this before.

For years, she had imagined what it would be like if she opened her door one day to find Caitlin on the threshold, hands full of flowers and lips heavy with apologies. Gemma had thought she would feel… better, somehow.

She might not have shown up on her doorstep, but Caitlin was back, nonetheless. And Gemma had been utterly unprepared. Her emotions pulled her all over the place, making her feel unsteady and unsure. Confusion fogged her mind now, right when focus mattered more than ever. What the hell was she going to do?

Mentally and emotionally spent, Gemma told Hayley that she needed to call it a night. Hanging up the phone, she was more grateful now than ever that she had her best friend by her side. Hayley was right. Unfortunately, she usually was. No one knew Gemma better than Hayley did. Ignoring the past—and Caitlin—wasn’t going to work for three months. Sure, she could pretend for a while, bury the memories deeper, but sooner or later, the truth would claw its way back out. One of these days, Caitlin would ask to talk again, and Gemma seemed to have no choice but to say yes. Whether she was ready or not, that day was coming.


TWELVE

Fall Semester, Sophomore Year of High School

CAITLIN WAS HAPPY. SHE WAS captain of the cheerleading squad, her handsome boyfriend was the captain of the lacrosse team, and she benefited from the popularity that both brought her. These were things that all teenage girls dreamt of, or at least that’s what everyone had told her.

At fifteen, she had felt like life was pretty great—until recently. Something had changed when Gemma came into her life, and now, she was suddenly questioning her happiness at every turn.

In eighth grade, Caitlin began to suspect she might not be straight. She didn’t know for sure, but she had found herself drawn to sit next to a particular girl every day in her history class. They hadn’t been friends, and Caitlin hadn’t even known her name at first. She just thought she was pretty. She had already started dating Troy at that point, so Caitlin had never explored her suspicion any further.

Every year since preschool, Caitlin had rotated through classes with the same ninety-seven people. She was starting to feel stuck in a Groundhog Day-like cycle. Nothing new ever happened in New Hope. Maybe that was the reason why Gemma had turned her world upside down. A new girl had come into town, breathing life into her like a shot of adrenaline. Did that explain why Caitlin was constantly searching the quad, hoping for a glimpse of Gemma?

After she had invited Gemma over to her house to play Dance Dance Revolution together, she noticed herself thinking about Gemma frequently, more than she ever had with any of her other friends. Her feelings had started to evolve, only becoming more complicated when Caitlin found herself in a tickle fight, pinning Gemma’s body to the floor beneath her.

The intensity of that moment had been unlike anything she had experienced before. Her heart had raced as she stared into those honey-brown eyes, feeling a thrill she never wanted to end. But then she had panicked, and now Caitlin was more confused than ever. She desperately wanted to spend more time with Gemma. That she knew.

Every day, without fail, Caitlin discovered that her body was attuned to Gemma’s presence. No matter how hard she tried to focus on her own walk to class, Caitlin’s feet would pause, and her head would turn before her mind could tell her otherwise. Unbidden, her skin would tingle at the sound of that laugh, or the flash of a long, dark ponytail disappearing around a corner, or the woody amber cologne that Gemma wore. 


It was beginning to feel less like an awareness and more like a surrender. Gemma had swept into her life with the force of a tornado, and Caitlin had never stood a chance. She found herself yearning to understand the girl who had undone her without even trying.

That morning, Caitlin had snuck into Gemma’s fourth-period math class, taking a seat at the empty desk in the back, and tapped Gemma on the shoulder. She carefully arranged her face into what she hoped would come off as flirty confidence when Gemma spun to face her.

Caitlin’s heart stuttered, losing her calm composure as Gemma’s face lit up at the sight of her. Like sunshine breaking through a cloud, the warmth of Gemma’s smile hit Caitlin all at once, sending a flurry of somersaults through her stomach. She suddenly forgot why she was there.

“Miss Stone?” Caitlin’s head jolted up toward the teacher. “I’m pretty positive you’re not in my class this period.”

“Sorry, Mrs. Brandson. I’m just leaving.” Caitlin slyly handed a folded-up piece of paper to Gemma and twirled toward the back of the room to exit. 


Once the last bell before lunch had rung, Caitlin headed toward the cafeteria. She was hoping to run into Gemma, wondering if she had read her note earlier.

While Caitlin sat amongst her squad and the lacrosse team, her eyes roamed around the room. When she spotted Gemma, eating lunch with Darbie on the other side of the cafeteria, she became visibly distracted.

“Babe,” Troy said from beside her.

“Yeah?” Caitlin pulled her gaze away from the girl across the room.

“What movie do you wanna watch this weekend?”

Boys. Troy was oblivious to the fact that Caitlin’s mind had been preoccupied.

“Who were you looking at?” Kristie asked, calling her out in front of the whole table.

“No one.” Caitlin eyed her friend, annoyed.

She turned back to Troy. “I’m down for whatever, you pick.”

The bell rang then, just in time to end this conversation. Honestly, Caitlin couldn’t care less. She was only thinking about finding Gemma.

She gathered her things quickly, hoping to casually bump into Gemma by the cafeteria’s exit. But before she could, Troy wrapped his arm around her shoulders.

Resigned, Caitlin began walking to their next class, spotting Gemma through the crowd. But in the blink of an eye, she was gone.

The last period of the day had arrived, and Caitlin still hadn’t been able to ask Gemma if she had read her note. Troy didn’t leave her alone during Spanish class, and just as she was about to glance back at Gemma, their teacher called on her.

After the final bell, Caitlin lingered, hoping to catch Gemma as she walked down the aisle from her desk. Before Gemma could reach her, however, Troy snatched Caitlin’s notebook and tote bag, practically dragging her out of the classroom.

Huffing, she went with him, Caitlin hoping she could find Gemma in the girls’ locker room.

She changed into her practice clothes, keeping her eyes peeled, but there was no sign of Gemma. Disappointed, she moved to toss her school bag into her locker, spotting a small scrap of paper tucked into the slit in the metal door.

Ignoring the dull thump as her heavy tote hit the floor, her heart pounded while she quickly unfolded the note, desperate for the message hidden inside.

I’ll be there Saturday, mi capitana ;)

Caitlin’s mouth turned up, the apples of her cheeks kissing her eyes. She stared at the paper for a moment longer, not quite ready to put it away. There was something about seeing Gemma’s carefree sloping print that made Caitlin’s pulse beat faster. It also warmed her heart that Gemma had decided to respond with a handwritten reply in return to her own. Something about it felt more… intimate than a text. She liked that passing notes was becoming their thing, a special gesture reserved just for each other.

THE REST OF THE WEEK had passed by in a blur, ushering them into the beginning of winter break. Everyone had made it through the first semester unscathed—more or less—and all were ready for the next two weeks without school.

It was the Saturday before Christmas, and the temperature had dropped below freezing on the evening that Caitlin and her group of friends planned a cozy movie night. She had arrived at Troy’s house early, helping to gather snacks, pillows, and blankets for the night. She carefully arranged them throughout the living room as the fireplace roared to life.

Pausing for a moment, Caitlin admired the twinkling lights of the Christmas tree in the corner. It made the room feel almost romantic. She briefly considered lighting a few candles, but then she decided that that might be going too far. The lacrosse boys would probably knock them over anyway.

Once the living room was set and the others had started to arrive, Caitlin caught herself holding her breath every time the front door opened. When Gemma still hadn’t shown, Caitlin began to compulsively check her phone, worried that Gemma might have changed her mind.

Caitlin wouldn’t blame her if she had. Gemma didn’t really know any of Caitlin’s friends, after all. But still, she had wanted to include Gemma. Although if she was being honest, Caitlin had invited Gemma for her own selfish reasons. Maybe if Gemma met Caitlin’s friends and even joined their circle, the two could spend more time together.

Twenty minutes later, Caitlin had begun to give up hope that Gemma was coming.

Startling her, the doorbell pierced through the soft chatter in the room. Caitlin jumped up from the sofa and ran through the foyer, wanting to beat Troy to answer it. Not hiding a single ounce of her excitement, Caitlin’s heart attempted to leap out of her chest as she pulled open the door and found Gemma on the other side.

“Hey,” Gemma said with a soft smile, and suddenly the cool gust drifting in from outside felt as warm as a summer breeze against Caitlin’s skin.

Caitlin stood motionless, not wanting their private moment to end, but at a loss for words. She took Gemma in, standing on the doorstep in a ribbed black tank top, a small sliver of bare skin visible above the hem of her baggy jeans. A thick green-and-tan plaid flannel did little to fight off the winter air, but damn, she looked good in it. Caitlin spotted Gemma’s signature Doc Marten boots peeking out beneath her pant legs.

“Hey, I’m happy you made it!” Caitlin motioned for Gemma to come inside, who stood nervously, digging her hands into her front pockets.

Placing her palm on Gemma’s lower back, Caitlin guided her into the living room.

“Everyone, you remember Gemma, right?” Caitlin made the introduction to the group, who were huddled, ready to watch the movie.

Caitlin’s friends waved toward Gemma, who responded to the room with a warm smile. Kristie was the only one who hadn’t greeted her.

Irritated, Caitlin decided to deal with Kristie later.

Troy stood up as the two girls entered the living room. “Gemma, come over here and sit next to us.”

Caitlin felt weirdly uncomfortable as she watched her boyfriend escort Gemma over toward the couch.

“You remember my buddy, Alex?” Troy pointed at his friend, already wedged into the sofa.

Caitlin realized then what Troy was up to. Alex beamed as he looked up at Gemma, patting the spot next to him. Caitlin went rigid, the feeling of pins and needles creeping up her body. The boys had clearly discussed this plan in advance.

Gemma and Alex? The thought made her feel ill.  

“Of course, the guy with the bad aim,” Gemma retorted, the other guys laughing at the dig.

Alex chuckled along, and Caitlin saw the look in his eyes. He obviously liked that Gemma had teased him.

Panic flared up inside of Caitlin as she watched Gemma fall right into the boys’ trap and take a seat on the cushion next to Alex.

Without thinking, Caitlin flung herself into the spot beside Gemma right as Troy flopped down next to her, sandwiching Caitlin between her boyfriend and her… friend. Maybe inviting Gemma had been a mistake.

Troy dimmed the lights, the living room now lit only by the glow of the Christmas tree and the TV screen as he pressed play on the DVD. The opening credits of American Pie began to roll, Caitlin becoming suddenly aware of how close Gemma was to her.

They weren’t even halfway through the film when Caitlin’s eyes had wandered away from the screen for the hundredth time. Her skin prickled with electricity every time Gemma readjusted, brushing her arm slightly. That’s when she noticed Alex’s hand creeping closer to Gemma’s thigh. Feeling her chest tighten, she watched with increasing horror as Alex’s hand connected with Gemma’s jeans.

Caitlin turned back toward the movie, heart racing, as laughter filled the room—Jim’s dad had just caught him in a compromising position with his mother’s baked pie. Caitlin tried to refocus on the scene, to slow her breathing and push down the rising panic in her chest, but it was useless.

In her periphery, Alex’s hand crept further up Gemma’s leg, and Caitlin’s stomach lurched. Heat and nausea blurred her vision until she could no longer see the TV at all. Her pulse hammered in her ears, drowning out Oz and Finch’s dialogue. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. Acting on pure instinct, something utterly foreign to her, Caitlin seized Gemma’s wrist and yanked her to her feet alongside her.

“I’m going to show Gemma where the bathroom is,” she whispered to Troy. 


Caitlin guided Gemma out of the room and away from Alex’s wandering touch, pulling her by the hand down the navy-blue-and-white wallpapered hallway until they were safely in the bathroom.

“What was that all about?” Gemma giggled.

Caitlin locked the door and turned to face Gemma, trying to compose herself.

“I thought you needed to be saved.”

“Saved from what exactly?” Gemma questioned, confused, and frankly, Caitlin wasn’t entirely sure.

“Alex!” Caitlin hesitated, wondering if she had misread the situation. Had Gemma actually liked Alex’s touch? “I saw that he had his hand on you.”

“Oh. Thanks for looking out, but you really don’t need to worry,” Gemma brushed it off.

Dread filled Caitlin, and she couldn’t stop the next thoughts from tumbling out of her mouth. “Wait, why? Do you like Alex? I mean, I obviously don’t care if you do, I just wanted to make sure you weren’t uncomfortable.” She was rambling now.

An eternity passed as Caitlin waited for Gemma’s response, holding her breath.

“No.”

That’s it? That was all Gemma had to say?

Caitlin searched her eyes, confused and desperate to understand what Gemma wasn’t voicing.

“I appreciate you looking out for me, though.” Gemma seemed way more relaxed than Caitlin felt.

“So… do you like Alex?” Caitlin needed to stop talking. It was none of her business, but she had to know.

“No.” Gemma’s cheeks warmed pink.

Another one-word answer, driving Caitlin mad.

“Oh, okay.”

Drop it already, Caitlin.

“I like someone else, to be honest,” Gemma softly spoke into the space between them. 


Gemma’s words hit like a vacuum, sucking the oxygen from the room. Caitlin struggled to fill her lungs.

“Oh, that’s… cool,” Caitlin said, dizzy, feeling the songbirds and floral design on the walls start to move around her. “Well, if you wanna switch seats, I’ll cover for you.”

Caitlin turned and reached for the doorknob, needing to escape the confined space. As she twisted the handle, Caitlin felt a tickle of whispered breath in her ear.

“I don’t want to move seats. The person I like is sitting next to me.” Gemma murmured, almost too quiet to hear. 

A shiver traveled down Caitlin’s spine, goosebumps flaring out across her skin in its wake. A sudden weakness buckled her knees. Gemma’s mouth, inches from her neck, her hushed confession hanging in the air. Caitlin was rattled. Gemma was talking about her, right? Or was she? 


Her voice abandoned her. Pretending that she hadn’t heard Gemma, Caitlin flung open the door and pushed her way into the hallway. She returned to the living room, Gemma close behind.

Well, that had not been part of Caitlin’s plan for tonight. She had just wanted to integrate Gemma into her group so that they could hang out more, but now her head was spinning.

Everything about Gemma seemed to ignite something in Caitlin’s body. Every text, every note made fire burn within her chest. Every brush of skin, every locked gaze coursed a thrill through her veins. Physical reactions that she had never felt with Troy, growing more intense with every second she was near Gemma. And now, following Gemma’s soft admission, terror gripped Caitlin like a vice. What did it all mean? What was she supposed to do? 


Returning to their previous positions on the sofa, Caitlin’s nerves hummed on high alert. Gemma sat closer now than before, her words looping through Caitlin’s head. She remained frozen, pretending to focus on the remainder of the movie. 


In one swift move, Gemma slid a blanket from the back of the couch and laid it across Caitlin’s lap and her own, before quietly asking, “Are you cold?”

Beads of sweat were welling on Caitlin’s forehead, overheated from the presence of the girl next to her. “Yes.”

Caitlin’s stomach flipped as she felt Gemma move closer, their thighs now pressed together beneath the heavy quilt. Heat surged through her, and she couldn’t tell if it was radiating from Gemma’s skin or if her own body had gone past its boiling point.

Troy shifted, draping his arm across Caitlin’s shoulders, and she jerked. Troy. Her boyfriend. She had briefly forgotten that he was there. The realization flushed her with shame.

Caitlin had spent months trying to untangle her feelings, but she feared she now understood them with a paralyzing clarity. She was standing at a crossroads with no map, no compass—just the terrifying certainty that either direction would change everything.


THIRTEEN

Spring Semester, Sophomore Year of High School

AS THE SECOND SEMESTER BEGAN at Westmore High, Gemma was finally feeling like she belonged here. Spending time with Darbie, the soccer team, and Caitlin had changed everything. She was still uncertain about Caitlin’s role in her life, but she was grateful for the friendship, nonetheless.

The night before school started back up, Gemma found herself reflecting on her winter break. The movie night at Troy’s house had been less than two weeks ago. After Gemma’s not-so-subtle flirting—a direct confession of her feelings, actually—she had kept pushing, not deterred by Caitlin’s lack of response. Feeling confident and curious, Gemma had slid even closer on the sofa, draping a blanket over their laps like a secret canopy, a world made just for the two of them beneath.

Gemma couldn’t pretend any longer that she didn’t have these feelings toward Caitlin, but if Caitlin didn’t feel the same way, then she needed to know now, before she jumped into the deep end headfirst.

As the days passed following that night, Caitlin had become increasingly more distant. They had barely even texted. Gemma had reached out to wish Caitlin a Merry Christmas, only to receive a short “You too,” in return. Then, when Caitlin’s sixteenth birthday arrived on New Year’s Eve, Gemma had sent a text wishing her a happy birthday. That time, Caitlin only reacted with a heart on the message as a response. It had Gemma on edge, concerned she had been too aggressive while trying to gauge Caitlin’s feelings toward her. She didn’t know if Caitlin even liked girls. Maybe Gemma had come on too strong and scared her away.

Gemma feared the worst. She hoped that once they were back in school, she would be able to pull Caitlin aside and have a proper conversation.

AS JANUARY CREPT BY, GEMMA’S tension only grew. She hadn’t seen much of Caitlin outside of their Spanish classroom. Her unease deepened every time they’d brush past each other in the hallway without uttering a word. The sweet, handwritten notes from last semester seemed to have been left behind. Every so often, Gemma’s eyes would drift toward Caitlin, only to catch her already looking in her direction. Then Caitlin would whip her head away so fast that Gemma worried her neck might snap. Doubt and guilt clawed at her. She wondered if she had made a mistake by confessing her feelings while Caitlin was dating Troy. Maybe she should have protected the delicate bond they shared instead of blowing it up for a chance at something more.

One afternoon, Gemma decided that she had had enough. Attempting to thaw the ice between them, she dropped a note into Caitlin’s lap on her way back to her desk in Spanish class.

Forty-five minutes later, Gemma was on her way out the door when Caitlin slipped a small piece of paper into her hand before vanishing out of the building.

Mi portera, I can’t believe how cold it’s been, but the icicles are beautiful. Maybe my fingers will freeze before I’m able to do all this homework. – C

Their conversations started simple—asking each other about their holidays and sports practices before escalating into complaints about their teachers and the increased workload that the second half of the year had shown. Neither of them brought up the movie night at Troy’s house, nor did they attempt to make any plans to hang out. They didn’t even speak in person. The only indication that Caitlin even knew Gemma came in the form of folded notes, slipping into her lap or waiting at the bottom of her locker.

From time to time, Gemma tested the boundaries and lightly flirted with Caitlin, which would often earn her a playful comment in response, making Gemma curious about what exactly was going through Caitlin’s mind.

As the cold weeks continued, that dreary first month felt more like an entire year. The soccer season was almost at an end. The team had a few more games left before the playoffs, but they had been given this weekend off.

Gemma had been about to walk home with Darbie, stopping by her locker first to drop off some unneeded textbooks. Her backpack was already heavy enough.

When she opened the blue metal door, Gemma found a square piece of lined paper resting awkwardly atop her soccer cleats.

Wanna come over and watch a movie tonight? Text me when you get this. – C

Gemma was taken aback. They hadn’t hung out since that fateful night at Troy’s house over a month ago, and now, Caitlin was inviting her over? No other details were given to indicate whether this would be another group activity, but it really didn’t matter. Gemma missed Caitlin and would have gone either way. This time, Gemma vowed to keep her distance. There would be no lingering glances, no touches that could be mistaken for an advance. If this was her chance to fix her friendship with Caitlin, she wasn’t going to mess it up. Losing Caitlin completely would hurt far more than this silence.

Gemma slid the combination lock back through the handle of her locker, clicked it shut, and pulled out her cell phone to text Caitlin.

“Someone’s smitten.”

Gemma looked up to find Darbie watching her with a coy smile. “I am not.”

“Oh, come on. Who is it?” 

“No one.”

“Yeah, right.” Darbie looped her arm through Gemma’s and dropped the subject with a knowing smirk as they walked through the double doors of the school into the parking lot.

Later that night, Gemma arrived at Caitlin’s. She stood nervously on the porch, waiting for Caitlin to welcome her inside.

When Caitlin opened the door, a genuine smile greeted Gemma, causing the butterflies in her stomach to take flight. She tried to reason with them, tried to convince them—and herself—that she and Caitlin were just friends.  

“Hey.” Caitlin grinned, the first word she had spoken to Gemma in over a month.

“Hey back.” Gemma kept her eyes locked on Caitlin’s, vigilant for clues about this invitation. “I brought some treats.” She held up the plastic shopping bag from their local convenience store.

She didn’t know what kinds of snacks Caitlin liked, but Gemma hadn’t wanted to show up empty-handed. So, she had just gotten a variety of treats—buttered popcorn, Peanut Butter M&M’s, Crispy M&M’s, Reese’s Pieces, and Sour Patch Kids. She hoped Caitlin would at least like one of her choices.

Gemma followed Caitlin through the living room, noticing that there was no sign of Troy or any of the cheerleaders.

“Am I early?”

“Oh, no, it’s just us tonight.” Caitlin moved throughout the kitchen as if the past two months hadn’t happened, as if it had been just yesterday that they had danced in the basement together, giggling and wrestling. “I’ll put the popcorn in the microwave for us before we head downstairs.” 

Gemma hadn’t known what to expect tonight, but she certainly never imagined they’d end up spending it alone.

Questions flew through her mind on tempo with the popping kernels, each one louder than the last. Maybe she wouldn’t get all of the answers tonight, but if she had to pick only one, Gemma knew which to ask first.

“Troy isn’t coming?”


“No, he’s hanging out at Alex’s tonight.” Caitlin avoided eye contact with Gemma as she poured the fresh popcorn into a white ceramic bowl.

Gemma nodded, her nerves tangling inside of her like a ball of yarn. She reminded herself of tonight’s mission.

Focus on fixing the friendship.

Collecting their snacks and drinks, Caitlin led Gemma into the basement.

The memory of Caitlin straddling her surged to the surface the moment that Gemma stepped down into the room again. She hadn’t been back here since that day. It had only been months, but it felt like a different lifetime.

“What kind of movie do you wanna watch?” Caitlin asked, placing everything on the coffee table, which had returned to its proper position in front of the couch, now that there were no longer dance mats on the floor.

Gemma sank into the far-right corner of the sofa, the cool leather against her skin like a balm. It helped to soothe the heat simmering throughout her body as each new piece of information she gathered stoked the fire inside her.

“I don’t care. You pick this time.”

Crap. Did Gemma just accidentally insinuate that there would be a next time?

Panic began to creep through her veins at her mistake until Caitlin flashed a copy of Miss Congeniality.

“I love that movie,” Gemma rushed, confirming Caitlin’s choice and relaxing when Caitlin appeared to be unfazed by her comment.

“Me too, such a classic.”

Caitlin placed the disc in its slot and hit play before moving to sit on the far-left side of the couch, as far away from Gemma as possible. Well, that answered one of Gemma’s questions—Caitlin wanted physical distance between them. Noted.

Gemma directed her attention toward the screen, where a young Gracie Hart was punching a boy on the playground. God, she was obsessed with Sandra Bullock movies. She was the reason that Gemma wanted to take acting classes after high school.

“I wanna be her when I grow up.” Caitlin sighed, apparently reading Gemma’s thoughts. “I wanna star in all the best films. I mean, I’ll probably go to college first for a theater arts degree, but then I wanna become the biggest actress of our generation.”

Gemma couldn’t take her eyes off Caitlin, lost in the future of her dreams. There was something magical about the way her face had lit up, hope twinkling in her clear blue eyes and excitement curling the edges of her smile. Gemma had never met anyone so endearing… or so beautiful. In that moment, she believed it. She believed that Caitlin would one day leave New Hope and turn her dreams into reality.

“Do you know what you wanna do? After school, I mean.” Caitlin turned to ask, and Gemma couldn’t help but chuckle. “What’s so funny?”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to laugh, it’s just…” Gemma paused. “Well, I also want to be an actress and go to college for theater arts.”

Caitlin smiled, not seeming surprised as the two stared into each other’s eyes. The opening credits faded, breaking them out of their trance.

Not five minutes later, Caitlin spoke again. “Want some popcorn?”

Gemma was reaching for the bowl in Caitlin’s outstretched hand when she unexpectedly inhaled an intoxicating floral aroma coming from Caitlin. For a moment, it stole her breath, a wave of longing rising so strongly that she had to bite back a groan. Gemma needed to pull herself together. She retreated to her corner, placing her handful of popcorn onto the napkin in her lap.

Sandra Bullock. The beauty pageant. Do not think about the beautiful redhead beside you, smelling like a freaking meadow.

Gemma finished the buttery treat in her lap, deciding not to go back for more. The bowl was sitting on the couch between Caitlin’s legs, and that seemed way too risky. Instead, she reached for the bag of Peanut Butter M&Ms on the coffee table and tried to keep her eyes concentrated on the screen in front of her. Gemma jolted, feeling a brush of skin against her own. Her gaze snapped up to find Caitlin leaning toward the coffee table as well, as if they had been drawn by the same unspoken impulse. Cailtin’s cheeks flushed, but Gemma didn’t dare try to guess at their meaning.

Somewhere past the halfway mark of the movie, Gemma realized that Caitlin had shifted closer. So close, in fact, that there was barely an inch of space left between their thighs. The world around Gemma seemed to freeze, the sound of the movie fading until all that remained was the beat of her own heart and the girl sitting beside her.

On the screen, Sandra Bullock and the other beauty pageant contestants were walking across the stage in bikinis. Usually, this scene would have had Gemma’s full attention, but even Sandra Bullock didn’t stand a chance as she felt Caitlin angle her body against hers and rest her head on Gemma’s shoulder.

Gemma held her breath, afraid that even the slightest flinch would cause Caitlin to change her position. Having Caitlin so close felt effortless, maybe even inevitable. It was as if her shoulder had been waiting for years to hold the weight of Caitlin’s head—to give her a place to rest. In that moment, Gemma knew there would be no coming back from this. She was utterly, hopelessly lost in this girl.

After that night, their friendship returned to the way it had been before Christmas break. Pretending like the night at Troy’s house had never happened, Caitlin and Gemma fell into a new routine.

During the school week, they would swap between their houses for homework sessions that always seemed to devolve into fits of giggles. On the weekends, the two would take bike rides to the park together, weather permitting, or sprawl across a couch for another rom-com marathon.

Gemma’s days dissolved into a montage of laughter, of late-night whispers, and the kind of moments that feel infinite at the age of fifteen.


FOURTEEN

Spring Semester, Sophomore Year of High School

WEEKS PASSED, AND WARMER WEATHER rolled in, marking the beginning of the friends’ ice cream adventures. Gemma always went for chocolate chip cookie dough, and Caitlin defaulted to caramel swirl. They vowed that by summer’s end, they would taste every flavor that the local creamery had to offer. For Gemma, each moment with Caitlin was a treat, sweet and innocent. She cherished every second, not knowing how their story would end and doing her best not to worry about it.

The second semester of Gemma’s sophomore year passed in a haze. May was nearing its end, and Gemma couldn’t wait for summer break. She just had to get through finals first.

On the Sunday night before their first exam, Gemma headed to Caitlin’s house so that they could study together. Gemma never knew what—or who—to expect during these study sessions, and the uncertainty had her on edge while she waited to find out upon arrival.

Stepping through Caitlin’s front door that evening, Gemma walked into the living room and scanned for signs of life.

“No Troy tonight?”

In Spanish class on Friday, she had overheard Troy ask Caitlin if they could study together over the weekend, so Gemma had assumed he would be there.

“He was busy.”

Strange. Maybe Gemma had misheard.

Caitlin didn’t elaborate, but Gemma grabbed her backpack off the floor and followed Caitlin further into the house without another thought. When Caitlin led her upstairs instead of toward the basement like usual, Gemma felt her nerve endings ignite one by one. The change felt charged, deliberate, and her pulse thundered in her ears.

Crossing the threshold into Caitlin’s private sanctuary felt like stepping onto the field for the championship game of the World Cup. Or at least, that was how she imagined it—adrenaline roaring through her veins, every sense sharpened, and a calm stillness overtaking her.

“These are cool.” Gemma pointed to Caitlin’s display of cheerleading ribbons and trophies, trying to absorb every detail of the bedroom.

“Thanks,” Caitlin said shyly. “I did a lot of competitions growing up.”

“Mm-hmm.” Gemma carefully looked at each photo stuck around the border of Caitlin’s mirror, buying some time to compose herself.

“What was that for?” Caitlin almost sounded annoyed.

Gemma hadn’t meant for the sound to slip out. Her mind was whirling, and being in Caitlin’s room was only making it worse. She was acutely aware of the fact that Caitlin had closed the door behind them. Did she close the door when Troy came over?

Stop it, Gemma.

She kept her eyes fixed on the photographs, most of them featuring Caitlin throughout the years, and tried to steady herself. Little Caitlin, in her tiny cheerleading uniform, was inexplicably adorable. She focused on that child, doing her best to ignore the feelings rising inside of her for the young woman standing nearby, watching Gemma closely.

“No, no, I just mean… it just explains why you’re so good at cheerleading, that’s all.”

Caitlin’s mouth quirked, and Gemma realized that she had slipped up. “I am, am I? So does that mean you’ve been watching me at the games?”

Gemma couldn’t hide the violent blush that was suddenly scorching her cheeks.

“How the tables have turned,” Caitlin teased.

“I mean, maybe. Sometimes. You might have been in my line of sight once or twice while I was showing my school spirit for our football team.” There was no getting out of this one.

The grin on Caitlin’s face said that she knew Gemma was full of crap. Caitlin moved to sit against her headboard, legs crossed, spreading her textbook, notebook, and study guide out on the purple comforter.

“So, what finals do you have tomorrow?” Gemma asked, her mind going a million miles per hour as she debated where to sit. It looked like her only options were the floor or...

“You can…” Caitlin patted the spot next to her. “Spanish, of course, so let’s just start there together. Then I gotta study for history. Which other one do you have?”

Gemma hesitantly made her way toward the bed with her backpack, taking a seat so close to the edge that if she breathed the wrong way, she’d almost certainly fall off.

“Geometry.”

They stayed like that for hours, trading questions in the second language they had to master before tomorrow.

Once they were burnt out on Spanish, they moved on to prepare for their independent exams.

Gemma could hardly focus, rereading the same equation over and over without retaining any of the information. She chanced a peek next to her, finding that Caitlin didn’t seem to be having the same trouble concentrating as she was.

We’re just friends. We’re just friends.

“I didn’t invite him.” Caitlin’s voice interrupted Gemma’s thoughts.

“What?” She turned toward Caitlin, whose face was still hidden by the textbook in her hands.

“Troy,” Caitlin explained as if it were obvious. “I didn’t ask him to study with us tonight.”

“Oh. How come? You know I don’t mind when he’s here.” A weak lie. Gemma was trying to play it cool, but something about this confession was throwing her off balance.

Gemma didn’t exactly enjoy having to watch Troy hold Caitlin’s hand or lean in and press his lips to hers, but remaining friends with Caitlin meant that she had to tolerate the boyfriend.

Caitlin still hadn’t looked up, her eyes steadily fixed on the page, although Gemma was pretty sure she wasn’t actually reading.

Gemma reached out to steady Caitlin’s hand, which had begun bouncing her pen against the hard binding. Slowly, Caitlin’s eyes rose to meet Gemma’s and stayed there. Gemma swore she saw a glint flick through the clear blue as Caitlin’s eyes softened.

“I wanted it to just be the two of us,” Caitlin said so gently that Gemma almost didn’t hear the words. 


The butterflies that Gemma had caged deep within her core burst free, fluttering out like tiny birds testing flight for the very first time.

“Wh—” Gemma swallowed her words as Caitlin’s soft lips connected with hers.

The taste of cherry lip balm lingered on Gemma’s mouth even after the brief kiss had ended. She opened her eyes slowly, fighting for breath. Her heart was racing, wild and unsteady, from finally sharing a kiss with the girl she’d been quietly falling for all year.

Gemma searched Caitlin’s face for any hint of regret, but all she found was Caitlin staring back at her with a look that joined the two of them as one. It was a look that caused an explosion big enough to upend Gemma’s life and steal a piece of her forever. Gemma would never forget that look.

Suddenly, Caitlin’s mouth was back on hers. Only this time, Gemma cupped Caitlin’s cheeks and used the tip of her tongue to trace a line along Caitlin’s lower lip, coaxing a shiver from Caitlin before their tongues intertwined.  

Their lips moved together in a slow, gentle rhythm, and Gemma felt her pulse rushing in her ears. The kiss was unlike anything she’d ever felt before. It was soft, electric, and impossibly real. She didn’t have much to compare it to—her first kiss had happened during middle school at a sleepover upon a dare. But this was different. This was her first real kiss. And it belonged to Cailtin.

A soft sigh escaped Caitlin’s lips as Gemma pulled away. Their eyes met in silent understanding, each searching the other’s face for any sign of remorse. Gemma saw the ache of her own desperation mirrored in Caitlin’s expression.

Caitlin crawled into Gemma’s lap, wrapping her arms around Gemma’s neck and tangling her fingers in Gemma’s long locks.

“I like it when you leave your hair in its natural waves. It’s beautiful.”

Gemma smiled, sliding her hands around Caitlin’s waist, pulling her in even closer. Their lips connected again, but this time, it felt feverish.

Before Gemma could fully register what was happening, Caitlin’s lips brushed the curve of her neck. Goosebumps broke out across Gemma’s skin as their mouths met again. Tender and searching, Gemma’s hands slipped under the hem of Caitlin’s T-shirt, drawn to the warmth of her bare skin.

Caitlin let out a quiet sound that Gemma felt echo between them. The world could’ve been ending, and they never would have noticed. In that moment, only the two of them existed, entangled in something vast and wordless.

Abruptly, Caitlin pulled back, out of breath, and looked down into Gemma’s eyes. With her hands still wrapped in Gemma’s hair, Caitlin’s expression shifted.

Ice rushed through Gemma’s veins as an unexpected panic flooded Caitlin’s face.

“Hey, what’s wrong?” Gemma asked, afraid to hear Caitlin’s answer.

“I shouldn’t have done that,” Caitlin said, jumping out of Gemma’s lap. “You should probably go.”

“Did I do something wrong?” Gemma shifted down the bed, closer to where Caitlin was leaning back against her desk along the window.

“I’m sorry.”

Gemma felt like she had been gutted. Just moments ago, they’d been entwined and sharing something groundbreaking. Now, Caitlin was asking her to leave?

The shift felt so sudden that Gemma was left reeling. But she wouldn’t beg to stay where she clearly wasn’t wanted.

With trembling hands, she gathered her schoolwork and hurried down the stairs toward the front door, the silence behind her louder than any goodbye.

FINALS WEEK PASSED IN A flash, and Gemma yearned for summer break now more than ever.

Caitlin hadn’t so much as looked at Gemma since the night they had kissed. Gemma had tried texting her to check in and ask if they could talk about what happened, but every message went unanswered. Caitlin was avoiding her. Worse yet, every time that Gemma spotted Caitlin from across the quad, the cheerleader was attached to Troy like a koala bear.

This kind of heartbreak was new to Gemma. There was no doubt in her mind that there had been a spark between the two of them. No, it had been more than a spark. It had been a fireworks show. Either way, Caitlin had made her decision. She had chosen Troy, and Gemma realized right then and there that this friendship had officially ended.


FIFTEEN

CAITLIN HAD TO HEAVE HERSELF out of bed that morning to get ready for filming. She hadn’t been getting much sleep ever since Gemma had come back into her life, but the previous night had been the worst so far.

Today, they would be shooting Kate and Sarah’s first kiss. Caitlin stared at her reflection in the hotel bathroom mirror, anguish etched across her face. She squeezed her eyes shut, her mouth twisting in sorrow. It had been nine years since her lips had met Gemma’s.

An hour later, Caitlin arrived on set and headed straight toward the glam trailer, needing all the help she could get.

“Take this, sweetie.” The makeup artist handed her a transparent sheet with two golden half-moons.

“Thanks.” Caitlin peeled each off, placing them underneath her eyes while her hairstylist went to work on her bedhead.

Once Caitlin was ready, a production assistant escorted her back to her trailer, where she found McKenzie Ryan already waiting.

“Caitlin—Gemma will be here soon so that we can have a quick chat before we get started on the day.”

Caitlin took a seat on the couch across from where the director leaned against the trailer’s long countertop. Within a minute, Gemma had joined Caitlin on the navy upholstery, facing Mrs. Ryan.

The setup reminded Caitlin of a particular day during their senior year of high school when a teacher had caught them skipping class and making out behind the stadium bleachers. They had ended up in the principal’s office, shamefully wedged into two chairs opposite the broad walnut desk. Caitlin hoped this talk would go better than that one had.

“Ladies, today is pivotal, so I wanted us to go over a few things. We’ll start with a shot of Sarah receiving the audition callback in her apartment. So Gemma, you should be brimming with excitement as you run over to the phone to call the one person that you want to share the news with most.”

The director shifted her words toward Caitlin, barely taking a breath in between sentences. “Then we’ll move on to Kate as she answers Sarah’s phone call. You’ll ask her out for dinner to celebrate. Any questions so far?”

They both answered “No,” at the same time.

Mrs. Ryan flipped through the script, her eyes quickly skimming each page. “The night will be fun, flirty, laughing, drinks flowing, et cetera, et cetera. Then Kate accidentally mentions that her friend is the director of Sarah’s new play. Gemma, when you ask if that’s the only reason Sarah got the lead, make sure you’re pissed off. Caitlin, your job is to reassure her. Kate will explain that she had only put in a good word because of how much she cares about Sarah.”

She shifted her focus back toward Gemma. “I want a wave of emotions to hit your face. First, you’re angry. Kate went behind Sarah’s back, and it stings. But then I want to see you soften at the realization that Sarah isn’t the only one catching feelings.”

Mrs. Ryan looked back and forth between Caitlin and Gemma. “Are you still with me?”

They both nodded, listening intently.

“After dinner, Kate will insist on giving Sarah a ride home. Caitlin, you’ll walk her to her apartment door to say goodnight. That’s the moment—the first kiss. I know this isn’t your first rodeo, so I’m not going to micromanage the mechanics. But I want it to sizzle. Let the passion drip, I want to see sparks flying! The audience needs to feel this chemistry in their bones.” Mrs. Ryan balled her fists into the air as she spoke, seeing the scene play out in her mind.

“We will bring it all to the screen for you,” Caitlin promised, Gemma abnormally quiet beside her.

“Great. Okay, I’ll let you two finish getting ready, and I’ll see you out there.”

Mrs. Ryan left, Gemma following her out of the trailer.

“Gemma, wait!” Caitlin yelled, stopping Gemma before her foot hit the pavement. “Are we going to be okay doing this?”

Gemma turned back up the stairs, letting the door close behind her. “I don’t know.”

“We need to figure this out. This is our job. The kiss has to feel real, like we actually like each other. Not whatever that just was when Mrs. Ryan was describing the scene. You looked like you were going to puke.”

Gemma sat back down on the couch, throwing her head into her hands and curling over until her elbows hit her knees.

“How the hell am I supposed to kiss you and mean it?” She spoke softly before looking up at Caitlin, sadness filling her eyes. “I’m what, supposed to just fall into your arms as if nothing ever happened between us? Kiss you like you first kissed me thirteen years ago? For a movie?” Each word was laced with more anger than the last.

Caitlin didn’t have an answer. This wasn’t exactly a situation she’d trained for, either. UPenn hadn’t offered a class on how to kiss your ex-girlfriend for a role.

“I’m not sure, Gemma, but this is hard for me too, you know.”

“Hard for you?” Gemma jumped to her feet, angrily waving her arms as she spoke. “How is this hard for you? In case you forgot, you’re the one who fucking left. You left, and I’m the one who spent the better part of a decade trying to figure out why I wasn’t good enough for you to stay.”

“I didn’t forget,” Caitlin murmured, her voice breaking. “I’m sorry, Gemma. I’m so sorry. What can I do to help you forgive me?”

Gemma paced the trailer, feeling caged, before her eyes locked back onto Caitlin’s. “Why couldn’t you have said that nine years ago?”

Caitlin watched Gemma as the hard exterior started to fall away, catching a glimpse of the gentle, caring girl she had once known.    

“You know it always took me a little longer than most to figure things out.” Caitlin hoped that a bit of self-deprecation might ease the tension, but Gemma looked just as miserable and exhausted as she was.

Gemma scoffed. “Trust me, I know. But going silent for a summer is a little bit different than a decade.”

As teenagers, it had taken Caitlin more time to accept her feelings for Gemma than visa versa.

“Do you remember the first time we kissed?” Caitlin asked.

Gemma shot her a look that said, Seriously? You have to ask?

Caitlin should have known better. After she had left, the memory probably cut Gemma like a knife.

“I was so scared and still trying to figure myself out, but that night…” Caitlin trailed off. “I just had to kiss you. It was as if a force had overtaken me, and I felt like I would die if I didn’t do it at that exact moment. And I had never been happier than when you kissed me back. I know after everything we’ve gone through, this feels terrifying too. But it’s just me out there with you. Just like the first time.”

“There’s no just, Caitlin.” Gemma’s voice cracked. “It’s you. That’s the problem.” 

Caitlin could see the years-old heartache engulf Gemma. Before she could stop herself, Caitlin strode over to where Gemma stood, wrapped her arms around her shoulders, and held Gemma like they used to as young girls.

Caitlin tried to ignore the way her body tingled with electricity at the points where their figures connected. This wasn’t about her at the moment. It was about her first love, whom she had completely broken apart. But Caitlin hadn’t realized just how much she missed Gemma until that moment.

After a few seconds, Caitlin felt the tension drain out of Gemma as she relaxed, moving her arms around Caitlin’s waist.

“I got you,” Caitlin whispered next to Gemma’s ear. She wanted to hold Gemma forever. “If there’s anything I can do to help make this easier for you, please let me know.”

Gemma only nodded before detangling herself from Caitlin’s arms and fleeing the trailer.

Minutes later, Caitlin’s wardrobe team burst through the door with her first scene’s outfit, leaving her without time to process Gemma’s words.

The first look had been simple. Caitlin had worn a long, light-pink satin robe as she received the call from Sarah with her good news. They had gotten the shot in only two takes.

After, Caitlin had changed into a second outfit for the dinner scene. Her character’s wardrobe was exquisite, but this ensemble was her favorite so far. 

The pieces were vintage Chanel from the seventies, complete down to the last accessory. The knee-length dress—sleeveless and patterned in black and white—was layered over a tucked silk camisole. A matching jacket draped casually across her shoulders. A petite pebbled caviar leather purse hung at her side, and gleaming gold jewelry reflected the set lights as black patent slingback heels added the final touch. Caitlin felt timelessly elegant.

As Caitlin waited on set, she sipped from her water bottle, rehearsing her lines in her mind. The moment she saw Gemma slip through the side door, a ragged cough burst from her throat, drawing glances from all directions. She waved them off, eyes brimming yet locked onto the stunning woman striding across the floor.

Gemma wore navy-blue high-waisted pants with four gold buttons down the center that hugged her body perfectly, flaring out just below her calves. A white cotton button-up shirt with a large collar was left open to reveal Gemma’s bare chest, and Caitlin’s eyes followed the neckline as she approached.

A throat cleared nearby, yanking Caitlin back to reality and away from the fantasies of Gemma’s red lipstick smudged across her own. She turned to find Mrs. Ryan staring at her with her eyebrows raised. 

Shit. How long had she been standing there?

Gemma reached them just as the director began to open her mouth, cutting off whatever observation she’d been about to make regarding Caitlin’s blatant staring.

“Places, everyone!” Mrs. Ryan shouted instead, taking her seat in the director’s chair behind the video monitor.

The actresses slid into the scene’s red restaurant booth, Caitlin’s pulse quickening. She was sure that Gemma could see it hammering beneath her skin, and she wondered if her ex felt as terrified as she did about reenacting their first kiss. Her previous courage had evaporated, her head now filling with static. A new, unnamed sensation lay underneath the surface.

The cameras rolled, and within a few takes, they’d nailed Mrs. Ryan’s vision. Caitlin had found herself adding a few unscripted flirty touches to the scene, her fingers grazing Gemma’s arm without thought. The director ate it up, praising her improvisation.

Everything had flowed beautifully until Caitlin and Gemma found themselves facing each other on Sarah’s doorstep.

Caitlin hadn’t known what to expect, but Gemma’s trembling hands, fumbling toward her face and nearly jabbing her in the eye, had caught her off guard. Their lips barely brushed.

Mrs. Ryan wanted desperation, and Caitlin knew exactly what she and Gemma were capable of. She’d been on the receiving end of Gemma’s kisses enough times to know that they could deliver far more heat than that.

“Cut, cut, cut!” The director yelled, and Gemma recoiled from Caitlin like she had the bubonic plague.  

“I’m not feeling anything,” Mrs. Ryan approached Caitlin and Gemma as she spoke. “Lean into it, move your bodies closer, deepen the kiss, hold each other as if gravity itself might fail. This is it, ladies. This is the moment Kate and Sarah have been circling for months. All that tension, that yearning, this is where it pays off. Show it to me.” She walked back to the monitor and perched herself on the tall chair marked with her name. “Let’s go again!”

Caitlin searched Gemma’s face while they retook their places. She couldn’t tell what Gemma was thinking, but Caitlin felt as if Mrs. Ryan had just revealed her deepest, darkest secret to the entire crew. This scene was becoming way too real.

Caitlin was mentally back in her childhood bedroom, sixteen again and kissing Gemma for the very first time. The second their lips met, the world had exploded into color, a subconscious wish suddenly coming true. Every moment since the day that Gemma had bumped into Caitlin sophomore year finally clicked into place. All those scattered pieces had formed one perfect picture of the two of them, finally together where they belonged.

“Take two, scene sixty-four.” The producer snapped the clapperboard sticks together, and the scene began again. 


Caitlin and Gemma took a deep breath in unison, looking deep into each other’s eyes. Caitlin noticed that same sparkle in Gemma’s golden-brown gaze from all those years ago, right before that first kiss. Her hands found Gemma’s hips as Gemma moved to gently cup Caitlin’s face. When Gemma tilted her head toward her, Caitlin’s eyes drifted shut in breathless anticipation. She knew the kiss was just for the cameras, but God, Cailtin ached to feel that old electricity spark between them again.

When Gemma’s lips landed on hers, shockwaves swept through Caitlin’s body. She gripped Gemma’s waist tighter, pulling their bodies closer until they were one. Gemma’s fingers threaded through Caitlin’s hair. The kiss turned desperate as Caitlin’s tongue found Gemma’s, deepening the intensity. Fire consumed the space between them, each stealing breath from the other to survive. Gemma’s grip turned possessive, and Caitlin’s body thrummed as they fell into a familiar rhythm, moving like they’d been doing this dance for years.

“And cut!” Mrs. Ryan yelled. “Excellent!”

The women slowed their movements, but their lips didn’t part. The room had dissolved around them, Caitlin hearing nothing but her own heartbeat pounding in time to Gemma’s as the kiss turned into something tender.

Voices filtered through. Equipment clanked. Reality crashed down on Caitlin as Gemma broke away, leaving her standing, frozen in place. Caitlin knew with absolute certainty that she had felt their old fire, still burning beneath the ashes of their years apart.

That kiss hadn’t been for the cameras. Gemma had kissed Caitlin like she meant it, like she’d been waiting all this time. But before she could ask Gemma if she was okay, Mrs. Ryan appeared beside them.

Gemma’s hands fell away too abruptly, leaving Caitlin’s skin feeling cold in their absence.

“That was perfect. The passion I just saw was incredible, it was like the damn Fourth of July in here.”

Two production assistants appeared at that moment, whisking Caitlin and Gemma away in opposite directions. They would finish the day by filming a few separate scenes.

That night, Caitlin stumbled into her hotel suite after twelve long hours on set, Gemma haunting her thoughts. She could still feel the ghost of Gemma’s lips pressed against hers. Had Mrs. Ryan been right about their spark?

Caitlin’s mind spun in circles, unable to decipher between fiction and reality.

She ordered dinner—a Caesar salad with steak and a glass of red wine. As an afterthought, she added a brownie and vanilla ice cream for dessert. As she ended her call to room service, she heard her phone ping from the coffee table.

Lara: Hey! I hope everything is going well! I wanted to make sure you saw the email about your upcoming appearances on Good Morning America and Watch What Happens Live with Maddie and Brad for the Ticket to Rio promo. Sandy already double checked the date and time with the Forbidden Love producers to make sure they wouldn't interfere with your shooting schedule. 

Caitlin: Hey! I haven't had a chance to look, but I'm sure it's all good. You can tell them I'll be there. 

Lara: Amazing! Second thing, Michelle has texted me a few times asking for your days off. Said she tried reaching out a few times but hasn't heard back from you. How do you want me to handle? 

Caitlin: I'll give her a call tonight, but that's fine if you answer her. 

Caitlin hadn’t meant to shut Michelle out, but between work and Gemma suddenly crashing back into her life, she just didn’t have any energy left over for Michelle. She still hadn’t figured out the right way to explain who her co-star really was to her, but Caitlin knew that it was time to stop hiding the truth from Michelle.

“Hey,” Caitlin said when Michelle answered the phone call a few minutes later.

“Hey stranger.”

“I’m sorry I’ve been MIA.” Caitlin was feeling guilty about her disappearing act, but she started to relax at the sound of Michelle’s voice. 

“It’s okay, I know you’re working. I just miss talking to you. How’s the movie been?”

Caitlin sighed. “It’s fine.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“We had to film a pretty big scene today, the first kiss between the lead characters, and it started a little rocky.” Caitlin needed to just rip the band-aid off. “It was just tough because, well, the love interest… is my ex-girlfriend.”

Michelle’s silence was loud enough for Caitlin to realize she had messed up.

“I know. I should have told you sooner. We hadn’t seen each other since college, and everything happened so fast once Gemma was hired for the project. I don’t want to make excuses. There had just been a lot to process in the midst of preparing for this role.”

“To be honest, I’m not sure what to say right now. Part of me feels a little betrayed that you’ve been keeping this from me, but I mean… we’re not even together, so maybe I don’t have the right to be upset? I don’t know.”

“Your feelings are totally valid, and I should have been honest with you from the start.”

“Is this why…” Michelle paused, seeming afraid to ask the question on her mind. “Is she the reason why you wanted to keep us casual? Why you wanted to wait and see what happens when you got back to LA?”

Caitlin’s brain felt like a Rubik’s Cube—a puzzle of colorful squares representing her conflicting emotions.

“I honestly don’t know if Gemma had anything to do with my decision back then, but seeing her now after all this time has been a lot to process. I’ve really enjoyed getting to know you, and I’m not ready for it to end. But I understand if you need some time to think.”

“I like you, Caitlin, so I don’t want this to end, either. Unless there’s a reason that you think it should?” 

“There isn’t.” Caitlin really didn’t want to lose what she had with Michelle. Nothing was happening with Gemma anyway, even if the kiss today had felt real.

At this point, Caitlin and Gemma were barely acquaintances. They needed to have an honest conversation eventually, but Caitlin was still figuring out how she wanted it to go.

Michelle and Caitlin chatted for a bit longer, catching up on all that they had missed since the last time they spoke.

After saying goodnight, Caitlin hung up the phone and finally dug into her dinner. She tried to sort through her thoughts as she chewed. Part of her felt lighter now that Michelle knew about Gemma, but another part worried that it would complicate things further. Would Michelle feel threatened, knowing that Caitlin was working so closely with her ex? There was no way to know. For now, she would just have to wait and see how the cards played out.


SIXTEEN

Fall Semester, Junior Year of High School

GEMMA HADN’T BEEN SURE HOW her summer vacation would go, considering how badly it had started, but it turned out to be a refreshing break from the pressures at school.

When Caitlin had refused to speak to her after kissing her, Gemma had decided to turn things around on her own. She had spent the majority of June and July visiting her friends back in Detroit. Their group chat had been a blessing, keeping Gemma up to date even while six hundred miles away. It had felt like she’d never left, spending the early weeks of summer with her old friends. They had caught a Tigers game at Comerica Park, wandered Eastern Market for hours, and spent lazy afternoons cruising the river on her friend’s family boat.

By the time Gemma returned to New Hope, Pennsylvania, she’d found some peace with it all. Caitlin still crossed her mind, but the raw hurt from being ghosted by her had finally started to fade.

For most of August, Gemma had spent her free time with Darbie—lounging on a blanket in the park listening to music, riding their bikes, and shopping at their favorite vinyl store.

Today was Gemma’s last day off before soccer camp started, so she and Darbie had decided to walk to a nearby café to grab lunch together.

Since the day Gemma had met Darbie, she had been her rock. Two months apart hadn’t changed that—text messages had continued to flow, and their friendship had picked up right where it left off at the end of the school year. The past month had proved that Darbie intended to stay in Gemma’s life, no matter what.

“Can I tell you something?” Gemma asked, chewing a bite of her turkey and cheese sandwich.

“Always.”

“You were right.” Gemma paused. “At the end of the school year, when you had said that I liked someone, and I denied it.”

“Finally!” Crunch. Darbie had squeezed the bag of potato chips in her hand out of excitement. “Who is it?”

Gemma took a deep breath before quietly saying, “Caitlin.” Darbie’s face didn’t move. “You already knew.” 

“I might have had an inkling. Thank you for telling me, though, Gem. You’ve become my best friend, and I want to be there for you.”

Gemma didn’t know why she hadn’t told Darbie sooner, but something had told her that now was the right time. She filled Darbie in on everything that had happened between her and Caitlin, swearing her to secrecy. It felt good to get this all off her chest and finally talk to someone about it.

After they had finished eating, the friends walked down Main Street, making a pit stop at the record store.

While Gemma flipped through albums in the rock section, a girl appeared on the other side of the vinyl rack. Gemma recognized her from the junior varsity team. If she remembered correctly, the girl would be a sophomore this year.

Emily? Was that her name?

Maybe-Emily lifted her head, smiling at Gemma as she caught her eye over the display. “Finally, someone else who thinks records are cool.”

Gemma laughed. “I don’t know about ‘cool,’ but I have quite a collection if you ever want to hang out sometime.” It never hurts to make more friends from the soccer team.

“Sure! Let me give you my number,” the girl said, and Gemma held out her phone.

After confirming her name with the new contact, Gemma chatted with Emily about music until Darbie was ready to leave the store.

THE LAST WEEKEND OF SUMMER break arrived without warning after a grueling week of soccer camp. Gemma had texted Emily that same day after she had left the record store, and the two had quickly turned their small talk about music into a substantial friendship. Emily would now catch Gemma’s eye during drills and mouth Tracy Chapman later? After practice, they would sit for hours in Gemma’s bedroom, listening to vinyl records and comparing bruises from camp.

At first, it had been the three of them—Gemma, Emily, and Darbie. Then Gemma noticed that Darbie had suddenly started to have “plans” in the evenings, leaving Gemma and Emily alone, a little too conveniently. Their inside jokes had begun to turn into lingering looks, their casual touches not-so-casual anymore, and their conversations seemed to dance around what they both knew was happening.              

After a Labor Day barbecue that Monday at Darbie’s house, Emily and Gemma had drifted back to Gemma’s place like they always seemed to recently. They curled up on the couch, Emily’s head on Gemma’s shoulder, watching a new documentary about The Beatles. When Emily tilted her face up and kissed her, Gemma kissed back. There were no fireworks, no earthquakes, just warmth and possibility. She liked Emily. That seemed like enough to build on for now.

THE NEXT MORNING, DARBIE HONKED from Gemma’s driveway at seven o’clock sharp. Junior year at Westmore stretched ahead, feeling more like a threat than a promise. She was just glad she wouldn’t have to face it alone.

Darbie had just gotten her license the week before, which meant no more sweaty walks in August or freezing treks in January for them. Gemma delighted in the feeling of the windows down, the radio up, and the extra twenty minutes of sleep that she had gotten. It would still be many months until she turned seventeen herself, a fact that felt particularly unfair every time she slid into the passenger seat.

They spotted Emily waiting for them in the parking lot and fell into step together, the morning already thick with humidity. Gemma barely registered the excited chatter around her as her stomach twisted with dread. She had done an excellent job not thinking about Caitlin over the summer—allowing Darbie, Emily, and her friends from Detroit to serve as a distraction. But she would no longer be able to pretend that the cheerleader with the sea glass eyes had only been a figment of her imagination. She wished she could just hit fast-forward and skip to June.

Lo and behold, the moment that the trio stepped out onto the catwalk, Gemma’s gaze was pulled toward the auburn-haired girl standing across the quad. Her eyes lingered, tracing the familiar curve of her smile, the way the sunlight glinted off the copper undertones of her long waves. Catching herself, she blinked hard and turned back toward Emily, who was speaking to her, but the damage had been done. Her pulse was already racing.

Dammit.

After a whirlwind of four new classes, the lunch bell echoed. Just as Gemma was turning toward the cafeteria, Emily gently tugged her aside. Her eyes looked nervous, her fingers fidgeting with her backpack straps, and Gemma wondered what was wrong.

“Would, um, would you wanna be my girlfriend?” Emily asked, rushing over the words.

Gemma gave her a warm smile. If someone had told her a few months ago that anyone other than Caitlin would ask her that question, she would’ve laughed it off. But things change.

Standing in the hallway, heart steady, Gemma felt only a little surprised by the question. It felt soon. They’d only been spending time together for a few weeks. But Emily made her laugh, made her feel wanted, and being around her was… easy. So Gemma smiled again, nodded, and leaned in. Their kiss was soft and simple, but enough to mark the beginning of a fresh start.

After a particularly sweaty soccer practice, Gemma peeled off the shin guards that stuck to her calves. She swapped her damp practice uniform for something dry and devoid of grass stains, promising herself a proper shower once she got home.

Gemma looped her arms through her backpack and tossed her duffle bag over her shoulder, waiting for Emily in the middle of the sprawling locker room while she gathered her things from the sophomore bay.

The couple fell into step, fingers brushing as they headed toward the exit. That’s when the double doors swung open, stopping Gemma short. The entire cheerleading squad poured in, a wave of ponytails and laughter.

The room suddenly felt too small, and Gemma didn’t fight the reflex to reach for Emily’s hand. At the head of the pack, Caitlin’s smile faded as she took in Gemma, and then Gemma’s fingers, which were interlaced with Emily’s. Something sharp and wounded and pissed flashed across her face.

Caitlin shouldered herself through them without a word, breaking apart their joined hands, the rest of the squad filling in the space behind her. Any hope Gemma had had for finding neutral ground with Caitlin died right there, in the locker room doorway.

SEPTEMBER WENT BY AT A snail’s pace. Gemma had Emily’s hand to hold, Darbie to laugh with, and soccer to keep her busy. But she secretly missed Caitlin. They stayed firmly on opposite sides of high school society, and Gemma didn’t know how to fix it. She had a girlfriend, and she knew she shouldn’t care what Caitlin was up to. Sometimes, she even convinced herself that she didn’t care. But then she would round a corner and find Caitlin lip-locked with Troy, and her stomach would plummet. So much for being over her.

Gemma began switching her routes to classes so she would see less of Caitlin and her boyfriend, but it still hadn’t helped. They were like magnets. No matter how hard Gemma tried to avoid her, she’d turn a corner and there was Caitlin. Every single time, she had Troy’s lips on her. It all made Gemma feel sick. The way Caitlin had kissed her and then acted like it had never happened. The way she had run back to Troy, who Gemma assumed didn’t even know about the kiss. She felt used. Had she only been some kind of twisted experiment to Caitlin?

Gemma grew angrier by the day. She threw herself into soccer, her girlfriend, and school, anything to avoid the icy blue eyes that no longer thawed just for her.

BY MID-OCTOBER, SOMETHING HAD FINALLY shifted. Gemma wasn’t sure exactly when it had happened—maybe the day she had laughed so hard at practice that she forgot to scan the other side of the field, or maybe when Emily had surprised her with hot chocolate after a cold morning run. But sometime in the last few weeks, Gemma had stopped tracking Caitlin’s movements. The cheerleaders still practiced nearby, but Gemma found herself actually watching the ball instead of searching for a halo of auburn hair in the distance.

One crisp Sunday evening, Gemma took Emily out on a date to their local movie theater. They walked, hands intertwined, still laughing about yesterday’s soccer game. Players from the other team had crashed into each other while going for the ball, and total chaos had followed. Westmore had swooped in to score the winning goal while the others were still struggling to untangle themselves. The image still cracked her up.

Arriving out front of the box office window, Gemma’s body stiffened.

“Hey Gemma!” Troy said, walking up the sidewalk with Caitlin by his side.

“Hey,” Gemma mustered up as much of a greeting as she could. “Here to see a movie?” Trying to act casual, the words had tumbled out of her mouth before she could stop them. Of course they were, why else would they be outside a movie theater? She felt heat creep up her neck, but Troy only laughed.

“Yeah, the new Diane Keaton and Mandy Moore one. It was Caitlin’s night to pick.” Troy shot a wink at Caitlin, whose grip visibly tightened on her boyfriend’s arm. “What about you girls?”

“Oh, we’re just here for the overpriced popcorn,” Emily replied for them, not picking up on the tension in the air. “Just kidding, Gemma can’t resist Mandy Moore, either. I’m Emily, by the way. Gemma’s girlfriend.”

Gemma winced. She glanced at Caitlin in time to see a flash of horror cross her face at the word girlfriend rolling off Emily’s tongue.

“Right, sorry. Em, this is Troy and Caitlin.” She pointed toward the couple, trying to avoid direct eye contact.

They all went to school together, but it was clear that Emily had never engaged with either the lacrosse player or cheerleader, and this was about as much as Gemma could handle for one night.

“Well, enjoy the movie.” Gemma tugged on Emily’s hand, moving through the door, trying to escape the other couple.

Caitlin and Troy followed close behind. Gemma had already forgotten that they were all there for the same movie. She pulled Emily into the concessions line, hoping that Troy and Caitlin would continue straight into the theater. They didn’t.

As Gemma scanned their movie stubs, hoping to see assigned seating, she heard Troy speak up from behind her.

“Hey, why don’t we all just sit together?”

Gemma glanced over her shoulder. Caitlin’s fair skin turned bright red, clearly not pleased with her boyfriend’s invitation.

“No, no, you guys should enjoy your date,” Gemma responded quickly, taking a step forward in line.

“We’re all friends, right? It could be like a double date!” Troy looked back and forth between them, smiling like a golden retriever, totally unaware of the land mind he was standing on.

Emily shrugged her shoulders. Apparently, there was no way for Gemma to get out of this. 

“Sure.” She sighed, resigned. 

A few minutes later, the four of them filed into Theater Six one by one, each carrying a bucket of buttery popcorn. Gemma was hardly even shocked when she found herself suddenly wedged into a seat between Emily and Caitlin. She vaguely wondered what she had done to receive this kind of karma while pretending to be engrossed in the previews flashing across the screen.

As the opening credits ended, Gemma angled her body toward Emily, reaching for her in the dark. She focused on the movie, on the hand in hers, on literally anything except the fact that she could smell Caitlin’s perfume every time she shifted in her seat.

On screen, Mandy Moore begins juggling relationships with two men, neither of whom is aware of the other. They are worlds apart, one man predictable and well-off, the other passionate and spontaneous. Unable to choose between the two, she attempts to date them both.

Gemma squirmed, feeling the plot hit a little too close to home. Chancing a look to her right, Gemma saw Caitlin also fidgeting in her red velour chair. Sensing her gaze, Caitlin turned and locked eyes with Gemma for a heartbeat. Caitlin sucked her bottom lip between her teeth, and Gemma quickly returned her attention to the screen. Why was Caitlin acting like this? If she had actually cared about Gemma, why hadn’t she even acknowledged that the kiss happened? It was driving Gemma insane not knowing Caitlin’s reasoning.

Pay attention. Diane Keaton, Mandy Moore, not Caitlin Stone.

An arm slid onto the shared armrest, Caitlin’s bare skin brushing against Gemma’s, sending an unwanted tingle through her body. Gemma did not like the involuntary reaction, so she hastily repositioned herself, leaning into Emily. Gemma laced her fingers with her girlfriend’s on the wooden surface between them. Gemma stayed in that position for the rest of the movie, refusing to give Caitlin any indication of her discomfort.

When the film ended, they all exited the theater together.

“That wasn’t the worst rom-com I’ve ever seen,” Troy decided as they walked up the black ramp.

“I loved it.” Emily squeezed Gemma’s arm, beaming like the movie’s own happy ending.

Gemma and Caitlin both stayed quiet as they made their way down the carpeted hallway with its abstract brown, red, and yellow patterns. They stepped outside into the refreshing fall air. Gemma inhaled as if she hadn’t taken a full breath since they had gone inside.  

“Well, enjoy the rest of your night.” Gemma waved goodbye and walked down the sidewalk, pulling Emily along by the hand.

Before Gemma could stop herself, she turned to look back. Caitlin hadn’t moved, watching with something that looked like sadness as Gemma left with Emily. She wasn’t even trying to hide the emotion on her face from Troy, but he looked clueless as ever, glued to something on his phone.

Gemma almost stopped. She almost turned back to close the distance and ask if Caitlin was all right, or to demand an answer that would stop the constant ache in her chest. But she didn’t. Caitlin was not her responsibility. Far from it—she had been the one to push Gemma away. If Caitlin had something left to say, she knew where she could find her. Gemma had planned this night for Emily, and she’d be damned if she let Caitlin ruin it.

“Do you want to…” Gemma hesitated, but when she saw Emily’s smile, it eased her worries. “Sleep over tonight?”  

“I’d love to.” There was a little extra spring in Emily’s step as they walked back to Gemma’s house.

Gemma tightened her grip on Emily’s hand, determined not to let Caitlin tear down what she and Emily were building.


SEVENTEEN

THEY WERE OFFICIALLY ONE MONTH into shooting Forbidden Love, and the title was starting to feel like a reflection of Caitlin’s real life. Each day left her feeling more disoriented than the last. The kiss, even though scripted, had stirred something intense and entirely unplanned. She had felt it deep in her bones and desperately wished to talk to Gemma about it. Caitlin needed to know how she had felt, first, before making any rash decisions.

She predicted that today would only add another complication to the matter—filming their sex scene. Mrs. Ryan had been very clear about what she wanted the moment to convey and insisted on a bold portrayal of both the physical and emotional exchanges between the two women.

Filming intimate scenes had always made Caitlin a little uncomfortable, no matter the setting. It was a vulnerable position for an actor to be in, with multiple cameras and a crew watching as they got nearly naked and pretended to have sex. Ugh, and the worst part was having to fake an orgasm. On the plus side, it would be with Gemma this time. On the downside… it would be with Gemma this time. Her Gemma.

Luckily, Caitlin had a little time before that intimate moment would come. She had to film a scene with her on-screen husband first.

Caitlin eased into her role as Kate, whose husband had forbidden her from seeing Sarah again after he learned about their growing relationship. But Kate couldn’t stay away.

One night, after her husband got drunk and passed out on the couch in his study, Kate slipped out of the house to see Sarah, which led straight into the scene that Caitlin had been anxiously dreading.

Mrs. Ryan called the cast and crew together and introduced the intimacy coordinator, whose role was to advocate for the actresses’ comfort and to facilitate the scene with the director and the limited personnel who would be present during filming. For the duration of this scene, the coordinator would oversee the entire set to ensure consistent consent and communication.

Once the carefully orchestrated moment had been set, Caitlin and Gemma took their places. Caitlin had no idea how this would play out after they had barely made it through the kissing scene together, but the second Gemma’s eyes met hers across the staged bedroom, Caitlin felt her tension ease. Gemma was—and would always be—her safe space. It was just a biological fact.

The head of wardrobe collected both of the women’s robes and stepped away. Caitlin couldn’t bring herself to look directly at Gemma. It was the first time she would see her ex in the nude again, after almost a decade. And it was going to happen in front of eight complete strangers.

“And… action!” The assistant director shouted, forcing Caitlin’s gaze up at the last minute.

Gemma glided across the room with lithe, athletic grace. At the edge of the bed, she hesitated, and Caitlin wondered if she was also thinking about their bare skin reconnecting after all this time. Gemma eased herself underneath the white sheets, awkwardly lying her body on top of Caitlin’s.

“Cut!” Mrs. Ryan snapped. “Where’s the passion? Where’s the longing? What the hell was that?”

Feeling chastised, both women returned to their marks and started again. This time, when Gemma climbed into the bed with Caitlin, it was smooth, but Caitlin could see the wild look in Gemma’s wide, dark eyes. She was scared. This moment felt bigger than either of them, bigger than the movie, and neither one of them had a clue what they were doing. All that helplessness made everything feel unbearably urgent.

Caitlin’s lips were about to crash into Gemma’s before they heard “Cut!” and splintered apart.

Mrs. Ryan huffed as she moved toward them. “Do I need to find two replacements that will actually do this the way that I want?”

Caitlin and Gemma shook their heads in unison, afraid the director might be serious.

Shit.

Caitlin took pride in being easy to work with—leave it to Gemma to tarnish her reputation, intentional or not.

“Let’s take lunch, and when we get back, I’d better see two women madly in love.”

The head of wardrobe scurried over and draped robes around Caitlin and Gemma before they stepped outside the studio into the blinding sun.

“Would you want to eat together?” Caitlin asked as they reached her boxy white trailer.

“Sure,” Gemma replied softly.

Surprised, Caitlin snatched up the prepared lunch waiting for her and slipped into Gemma’s trailer before Gemma could change her mind.

After a few tense minutes, Caitlin broke the silence that had settled over them. “Are we going to talk about it?”

“Do I have a choice?” Gemma spat.

No. No, Gemma did not have a choice this time.

“That kiss the other day—” Caitlin started, but Gemma cut her off, “Was acting.”

Caitlin forced her face to remain neutral, swallowing the urge to argue. That kiss had been real, and she knew it.

“We have to figure out this scene, Gemma. The movie doesn’t exist without it.”

“You don’t think I know that?” The anger on Gemma’s face was unmistakable.

“So… what do you suggest?” Caitlin cautiously continued.

“You could be honest with me for once.” Bitterness had crept into Gemma’s tone.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Gemma rolled her eyes and ignored Caitlin’s question, her face masked with fury.

Caitlin took a slow breath. Someone needed to stay level-headed, or else the conversation would spiral the way it always had so far. But the restraint didn’t last. She swallowed once and then spoke before she could stop herself.

“Fine. You want the truth?” Caitlin braced herself, knowing the words would taste bad even as they came out of her mouth. “I’m one of the biggest movie stars of our generation, and I don’t regret a single choice I made to get here.” 

Caitlin watched her vicious words hit Gemma. Her anger drained away at the impact, leaving behind a hollow pain. Caitlin felt sick to her stomach as she waited for an equally scathing retort, but instead there was only silence. Somehow, the quiet was even worse.

“Ah. Well, at least you finally admitted it,” Gemma said, voice tight. “I always wondered, but now I know for sure—you never cared about me. It was always about you. Your image, your career. Being rich and famous would always come first, and I was just too young and in love to see it.”

Caitlin felt as if she’d been slapped. What had she been thinking? The words weren’t true, she hadn’t even meant them, but she couldn’t take them back now. Worse, Gemma seemed to honestly believe that she had never mattered to Caitlin.

“Yup, that’s me—the cold, selfish star who never cared. But you know what I do care about?” The words kept tumbling out of her mouth, even as her mind screamed at her to stop. “This movie. So get your shit together so we can film this scene. The sooner we get through this, the sooner we can go back to our own separate lives.” Caitlin was officially her own worst enemy.

Gemma lurched to her feet and rushed toward the back of the trailer, slamming the door so hard behind her that the trailer shuddered.

Caitlin felt like the worst person alive as she listened to Gemma’s sobs from the other room. How could Gemma think so little of her? There hadn’t been a single day that Caitlin hadn’t carried Gemma with her—not during the empty summer at sixteen, not during the ten years that had stretched between them—and the idea that Gemma was able to believe otherwise shredded something inside of her.

Caitlin needed to fix this, and fast. She did not want to keep hurting Gemma.

She knocked on the door that Gemma was hiding behind. “Gemma, can I please come in?”

“Fuck you, Caitlin.”

Okay, she totally deserved that. Caitlin wouldn’t give up that easily, though. She tried the handle, which had been left unlocked, and gently pushed the door open.

Gemma sat on the bed, knees pulled to her chest and head buried in her arms. She looked so small, so defenseless. For a moment, Caitlin stood frozen in the doorway, watching the woman she loved shrink under the weight of her own words.

Moving slowly, as if approaching a caged animal, Caitlin sat down next to Gemma, keeping a safe distance between them. “I really didn’t mean any of that. I was just mad.”  

“So you did it on purpose, then? Just to hurt me? Haven’t you hurt me enough for one lifetime?” Gemma’s voiced quivered.

“I didn’t mean to hurt you, Gemma.” Caitlin swung one leg up onto the comforter, turning to face Gemma earnestly.

Gemma sat expressionless, eyes fixed on the floor, and Caitlin ached to know what she was thinking.

Finally, Gemma met Caitlin’s eyes. “These last few weeks have been the hardest of my life. The breakup was painful, but seeing you again after all these years—still without an explanation for what happened between us—has been killing me.”

Caitlin watched a tear slip down Gemma’s cheek. Without thinking, she lifted her hand and brushed the tear away with her thumb, the motion familiar and automatic. Seeing the misery in Gemma’s eyes, usually warm with honey, made something in her clench. Before Caitlin could pull her hand away, Gemma leaned into her palm, small and trembling, and time shrank to the size of the single, honest moment.

Caitlin cupped her cheek softly and said, “I’m sorry for how hard this has been for you. I know it’s my fault.”

Gemma stayed quiet, waiting to hear what else Caitlin had to say.

Caitlin slowly removed her hand, placing it back into her own lap. “I wasted that whole summer when we were sixteen,” she said, her voice raw. “I’m ashamed of it to this day. My feelings for you were stronger than I was, and I pushed you away because I was terrified of what they would mean.”

Gemma shifted her body, finally looking directly into Caitlin’s eyes. She waited for Caitlin to go on.

“When we went back to school that year, and I saw you at soccer practice… black and gold Westmore tracksuit, hair immaculately slicked-back, I lost my damn mind. I had thought about you every day that summer. Even after three months without talking, I nearly passed out the first time I saw you again. You, all breathless and sweaty in your soccer uniform—that was always my kryptonite.”

Gemma giggled, softening as she seemed to remember Caitlin using the exact phrase throughout high school.

“I felt like such an idiot after I let you leave my house that day. I should have answered your messages. No, I should have been the one to reach out in the first place. I kissed you. And God, Gemma, I wish I had chased you down the street and told you how much that kiss meant to me. But I was just a kid, for God’s sake, and I was confused about having feelings for you while I was with Troy. But Gemma, from the second you crashed into me, I knew. I’m sorry that I kept trying to run from it—from you.”

Caitlin reached for Gemma’s hand. “Even now, you mean more to me than anyone in this world.”

Gemma stood and wrenched her hand free, retreating back into the dim lounge as she searched for air. Privacy shades drawn, the only light came from a few weak yellow bulbs overhead. It gave the illusion of being much later in the day than it actually was, the trailer becoming a hazy capsule existing outside of time itself. Closing her eyes, Gemma tried to steady her breathing.

Hearing soft footsteps behind her, Gemma turned, jaw clenched. “You can’t say things like that to me, Caitlin.” Her voice trembled. “It’s not fair.” 

“I can’t help it. It’s how I feel.” Caitlin felt her chest crack open again as she watched pain flash across Gemma’s face like a blade.

Caitlin didn’t know what took over her then, but she suddenly needed Gemma with an urgency she had never felt before. Needed to hold her, comfort her, caress her. She didn’t know how else to convey the ache in her chest. She closed the short distance and reached for Gemma, threading her fingers into Gemma’s dark hair as she pulled her in for a kiss.

Caitlin swallowed the surprise on Gemma’s face, and for a heartbeat, Gemma kissed her back. It didn’t last—Gemma pushed Caitlin away and took a step back, panting and glaring.

Desire flooded Caitlin as they faced off, filling every empty hollow of her being. She wanted Gemma’s mouth on hers for longer than a stolen moment. She wanted to press her palm to Gemma’s bare skin and rememorize its warmth. She was tired of feeling guilty, tired of rehashing the past. This tension couldn’t be released by talking.

“Why?” Gemma asked, chest heaving, fingers brushing her swollen bottom lip. “Why can’t you just let me go?” Her voice cracked with despair.

“Gemma, I still—” Before Caitlin could finish, Gemma closed the gap between them and crushed their lips together.

Caitlin felt the world tilt beneath her. 

Gemma wrapped her fingers around Caitlin’s neck. Caitlin tightened her arms around Gemma’s waist. Without breaking the kiss, Gemma backed them toward the couch until Caitlin’s legs hit the cushion and she sank down. Gemma followed, straddling her thighs. Caitlin hadn’t remembered this dominant side of Gemma—she liked it.

Their lips, then tongues, met in a flurry of raw passion. Gemma trailed kisses down the side of Caitlin’s neck before licking her way across the sensitive skin below her jawline.

Mmm. God, she had always loved it when Gemma did that.

Gemma gently tugged Caitlin’s earlobe between her teeth before whispering three short words.

“Fuck me, Caitlin.”

Caitlin pulled away slightly, meeting Gemma’s eyes intently. “Are you sure?”

Please say yes.

“Yes.” It came out in a whimper as Gemma bit down softly on her lower lip. That was all Caitlin needed to hear.

Gemma had intoxicated her from the day they met. After years of missing out on this high, Caitlin didn’t have to be told twice.

Caitlin loosened Gemma’s scene robe and watched the white cotton slip down her shoulders. She took her in, memorizing every new feature of Gemma’s skin in the dim privacy of her trailer.

Caitlin let her hands roam Gemma’s body, starting at the top of her chest and gliding down across her toned stomach. Caitlin’s eyes followed, watching, as if her own hands belonged to someone else. She had to convince herself that Gemma wasn’t an illusion, even as she let out a soft groan from Caitlin’s lap.

“You’re gorgeous, Gemma.”

Caitlin suddenly wanted to take her time, to rediscover every inch of Gemma’s body. With the devoted attention of a sculptor, she ran her hands along the curves of each breast and every flexed muscle rippling across Gemma’s arms, her back—all while Gemma squirmed beneath her touch.

Gemma groaned again, this time in frustration. She was clearly not in the mood for Caitlin to take her time right now. She grabbed Caitlin’s face again, the kiss even more frantic and desperate than the last.

Caitlin knew what Gemma craved, and she wanted to be the one to give it to her.

Barely touching her skin, Caitlin grazed her fingertips down Gemma’s sides, leaving a trail of goosebumps in her wake. Her right hand kept drifting lower and lower until it landed in the space between Gemma’s thighs, spread open across her lap. 

With her left palm stretched across Gemma’s lower back and her right hand feeling the need between Gemma’s legs, Caitlin paused. She looked up, watching as Gemma’s dark brown eyes melted with desire. Holding her gaze, Caitlin pressed her two middle fingers into Gemma with a force she didn’t recognize.

All the years of regret and longing, of watching Gemma on television—magnetic and smoldering, yet unreachable—had manifested into that first thrust. Gemma was meant to be hers.

Gemma moaned, tilting her head back in pleasure as Caitlin’s fingers settled into a driving rhythm and the sound reverberated through Caitlin, as sudden and fierce as a lightning strike in the middle of a summer storm.

“God, you’re perfect,” Caitlin breathed, panting.

The nails of Caitlin’s free hand dug into Gemma’s back, clawing her way down her skin in a futile attempt to draw Gemma even closer against her as their mouths connected once again.

Gemma trapped Caitlin’s lower lip between her teeth, biting so hard that she was sure it would leave a bruise. Gemma rode Caitlin’s fingers, grinding her hips with need as Caitlin’s thumb traced quick circles around her clit. Every thrust drew more labored curses and moans from Gemma.

Caitlin’s robe had opened, now sliding down her back as Gemma sucked on the crook of her neck, seating herself deeper around Caitlin’s fingers. With a sharp gasp of pain, Caitlin curled her fingers in response, anchoring Gemma’s body against hers with her left hand. She felt Gemma tighten around her.

A final, ragged moan rushed from Gemma as she exclaimed, “Oh my God!” and sagged into Caitlin’s embrace.

Gemma’s trembling lips found hers again as they both fought for oxygen. Caitlin held Gemma through every wave of pleasure, reveling in the pulsing grip around her fingers. She hoped the moment would never end.

When Gemma released her grip on Caitlin and her breathing had returned to normal, Caitlin slowly withdrew her fingers and wrapped both arms around Gemma, pulling her in as close as possible, wanting every inch of her skin pressed against her own.

“Shit,” Gemma blew out, resting her cheek on top of Caitlin’s head.

She refused to ever let Gemma go again. Without this, without Gemma, Caitlin’s life would always be hollow.

Before Caitlin could get lost in her thoughts, Gemma began to tug at Caitlin’s robe. She eased to her feet in front of Caitlin and opened it wide, unveiling Caitlin’s body as if her curves were a present, gifted only to Gemma.

Without moving, Gemma laid claim to Caitlin’s body with her eyes, blatantly appreciating the sight of Caitlin seated in front of her and shivering with anticipation. In slow motion, Gemma placed her hands on Caitlin’s thighs and leaned down to kiss her swollen, bruised lips.

Their eyes met for a brief moment. The pull between them was magnetic. Undeniable.

Gemma dropped to her knees in front of Caitlin, holding eye contact as she slowly spread her legs apart.

The sudden breeze sent a chill up Caitlin’s spine, and Gemma gave a wicked grin at the sight of Caitlin being offered up before her.

Then Caitlin felt Gemma’s touch, her fingers effortlessly gliding up and down through the pooling warmth. She thought she might combust right then from Gemma’s infuriating teasing.

“Do I still make you wet? More than anyone else ever has?” Gemma asked, a cocky grin on her face that suggested she already knew the answer.

Caitlin gulped out, “Yes.” Her voice was shaky, but the one word could not have been more true.

Gemma wrapped her lips around Caitlin’s nipple, sucking the bud gently before giving the other one the same attention. All the while, Gemma’s fingers circled between her legs, driving Caitlin insane.

“Do you want this?” Gemma asked again, as if Caitlin’s whimpers weren’t enough.

Caitlin nodded feverishly.

In between kisses, Gemma whispered against Caitlin’s stomach, “I want to hear you say it.”

“Fuck, yes. I want it. I want you inside of me. I want your mouth on me. I want you, Gemma.”

Gemma pushed into her at the same time that her tongue landed on Caitlin’s clit. Caitlin’s head tipped onto the back of the couch, her mouth open in a gasp of pleasure.

Gemma’s mouth was incomparable, and after ten years of yearning, Caitlin never stood a chance. Gemma lit a fire inside of her that no one else ever could.  

She knotted her hands into Gemma’s hair, pulling her closer as Gemma’s tongue flicked faster and her fingers pushed deeper with each stroke.

“Oh my God.” Caitlin heard herself moan, the sound coming from so deep within that she barely recognized her own voice. “Don’t stop.”

The pressure was building in Caitlin’s core, threatening to tear her apart. The thought of letting go, of losing her careful control against Gemma’s tongue, unraveled her. She whimpered, submitting to the release.

Caitlin shattered. She groaned and rocked with the waves of her orgasm, holding Gemma’s head firmly between her thighs.

By the time Caitlin looked down, her vision still blooming with hazy lights, Gemma was already staring up at her with a satisfied grin on her face.

Caitlin’s breath hitched when Gemma slowly raised two fingers to her mouth and savored the taste left behind.

“You’re so fucking sexy,” Caitlin murmured.

Glistening from exertion in the weak yellow light of the trailer, Gemma was the most gorgeous woman Caitlin had ever laid eyes on.

Gemma climbed to her feet and then fastened the tie around her robe.

Caitlin took a moment before doing the same, needing to make sure she could trust her shaky legs to support her weight. She sat back onto the cushion, and Gemma gracefully folded herself onto the couch next to her. She draped her legs across Caitlin’s lap before gently leaning her head onto her shoulder.

Caitlin hesitantly nestled Gemma’s thighs against her body. They sat together in the quiet afterglow, matching their breaths as their heart rates settled.

“Talk to me,” Gemma said, breaking the silence and placing a hand on top of Caitlin’s.

Caitlin didn’t know where to start—the past, the present, the future? There were too many things they would need to discuss.

“Did you ever think about us? Before this movie happened, I mean.” Caitlin started with the question that had been burning on her mind for years.

Gemma just stared into Caitlin’s eyes. There was a softness in them that answered her question, but they also held a shimmer of sadness. 

A knock at the door interrupted the moment, jolting Caitlin back into the present.

“5 minutes!” A producer yelled from the other side. A startling reminder of the reason they were there.

“Are you ready for this?” Gemma asked, blowing out a breath.

“I think so.” Caitlin glanced down at their hands, still clasped together. “You’re an incredible actress, Gemma. I’ve seen what you’re capable of. If we can both stay present and out of our damn heads, we can do this. Together. I’ll be with you the whole time. You and me, just like it should be.” 

Gemma went still, and Caitlin was afraid she had said something wrong.

“How do you know? About my acting?” 

Shit.

Caitlin hadn’t exactly planned on telling Gemma about her guilty pleasure, the show she had clung to like a life raft for the last six years. She could still retreat and keep her hand over the embarrassing truth, or she could let this moment offer Gemma a sliver of insight into Caitlin’s own grief.

“I know I broke your heart, and my own in the same process, but I never stopped supporting you, Gemma.” Caitlin squeezed Gemma’s hand a little tighter. “Even though it hurt like hell, since the day I heard you got cast, I’ve followed every scrap of news about NYPD Intelligence. I watched every single episode as it aired, just to reassure myself that you were okay without me.”

Another knock sounded at the door, and a voice called through. “We’re ready for you on set!”

They held each other’s gaze for a moment longer until Gemma simply reached for Caitlin and folded her into a hug. Gemma didn’t speak, and she didn’t need to. Caitlin felt, with the sudden clarity of someone who had wondered for far too long, that whatever had led them here no longer mattered. All that mattered were these versions of themselves, here, now. Together. Their story wasn’t finished.   


EIGHTEEN

GEMMA FELT LIKE SHE HAD been caught in a tornado, swept up into the funnel, and flung in every direction. One minute, she and Caitlin had been at each other’s throats, old anger boiling over to scald each other. The next, Gemma had softened into putty, flooded with memories of how fiercely she had loved Caitlin.

A phantom of Caitlin’s lingering touch had heat rising to her skin. A shiver tore through her body as she relived the last hour in her trailer. The knowledge that she still turned Caitlin on made Gemma smile with self-satisfaction. And then there was the fact that Caitlin had been watching her. Well, watching NYPD Intelligence, but to see her. It wasn’t enough to absolve Cailtin of the rest of her sins, but it was endearing. Personally, Gemma had avoided every single one of Caitlin’s films. The accidental reveal that Caitlin hadn’t done the same ricocheted joy through her like a pinball.

Throughout all these years, Caitlin had still been Gemma’s cheerleader, rooting for her behind the scenes. But that didn’t explain why Caitlin had suddenly kissed her, or any of the things that followed. Had it just been a moment of weakness? Or maybe just a release of pent-up emotion? She couldn’t allow herself to believe that Caitlin actually wanted her back—she wouldn’t survive another heartbreak like that.

Gemma had never felt more disoriented in her life. On shaky legs, she slowly made her way toward the private set. Her heart felt heavy and unsure, but she forced her mind to look ahead, rather than back. Gemma needed to focus on making this scene perfect. Her job quite literally depended on it.

How hard could it be? They would only be pretending to have sex, the meticulous camera work would make it look convincing enough on screen. But she didn’t love the idea of sharing the intimacy between her and Caitlin with the rest of the world. It felt too real, too precious. But she couldn’t back out now.

Caitlin took her place on top of the thin white sheets, looking up and quickly spotting Gemma from across the room. Her face crinkled into a familiar smile, the one that made her cheeks rise until they kissed the corners of her blue eyes. She had always loved that particular smile, even before they had started dating. It comforted Gemma, releasing whatever anxiety she held within her. Since the first day of school, Caitlin had always protected her—from cruel cheerleaders, opportunistic boys, and even her own self on occasion. In that moment, she knew that Caitlin would take care of her once again.

Gemma stood on her mark in the doorway, poised to enter the bedroom where Caitlin was now reclining in the sheets. Gemma held her gaze and took a deep breath. The cameras began to roll, and the head of wardrobe removed their robes.

“Action!”

It’s just you and me, Caitlin’s subtle nod told Gemma.

With another small inhale and slow exhale, Gemma locked into the scene. She forced the production crew and their gear to dissolve into the background until only the two of them remained.   

Steadier now, Gemma glided across the bedroom floor, watching as Caitlin’s eyes traced the lines of her body like a map. Her face lit up in a hungry grin, the same glint in her eyes now as before in the trailer. She felt her tension begin to melt, warmed with the relief of Caitlin’s undeniable attraction to her.

With a deliberate slowness, Gemma crawled across the bedspread on her hands and knees until her breasts were hovering a hairsbreadth above Caitlin. Their lips met in a blaze of desire as her skin connected with Caitlin’s for the second time that day. Gemma’s thigh slid up the bed and pressed between Caitlin’s legs. The line between fiction and reality began to blur until Gemma could no longer tell the difference.

The slight shift of a camera in her periphery snapped Gemma out of the moment, causing the world around them to rush back in all at once. Unsettled, her movements began to still. Was Caitlin still acting? Was she?

Caitlin caught the change in Gemma’s energy. She cupped her cheek gently, pulling Gemma’s attention back to her. Caitlin tenderly tucked a loose strand of hair behind Gemma’s ear. That’s when Gemma saw it, the twinkle in Caitlin’s crystal blue eyes. She had seen that spark before, and seeing it again now transported Gemma back into a different time. It was the same look that Caitlin had given her after their unexpected first kiss, right before their much-more-deliberate second kiss. Back then, Gemma had thought that it might even be a look of love.

On screen, moviegoers around the world would see Kate and Sarah making love for the first time. But underneath, the yearning and hunger belonged only to Gemma and Caitlin.

Gemma turned her face to kiss the inside of Caitlin’s palm, the delicate gesture lighting a flame that quickly spread like wildfire through their veins becoming a blaze of passion. Their kissing became frantic and eager, as if they were trying to make up for each year they had lost to loneliness. On instinct, Gemma’s hand drifted between Caitlin’s thighs before remembering the cameras. She bit back a curse, frustrated.

Sensing her annoyance, Caitlin flipped Gemma onto her back on the other side of the bed in a smooth roll, gearing up for the scene’s… climax. With a coy grin, Caitlin eased the sheet over their bodies, tucking it halfway, then slid down the bed between Gemma’s legs with a slow, expert grace.

Here, the audience would watch as Kate goes down on Sarah, made believable by Gemma’s soft moaning and grinding. Beneath the sheets, however, there was a professional protocol for such scenes. Caitlin kept her hands—and most frustratingly, her mouth—to herself as Gemma acted on her own, rolling her hips in a slow rhythm. Scripted or not, Gemma’s body ached for release, and she wanted Caitlin to give it to her. Again.

After a few more hip movements and a well-rehearsed orgasm from Gemma, Mrs. Ryan yelled, “Cut!” 

Caitlin made her way out from under the sheet and laid her head on the pillow facing Gemma. “Are you okay?”

Gemma found Caitlin’s hand tucked under the pillow, lacing their fingers together. “Yes,” she whispered.

“That’s a wrap!” The director shouted, and a flurry of activity resumed around them, ending their private moment.

Gemma sighed and sat up, pulling her robe around her. The scene had gone perfectly, she already knew. Caitlin had been… wow. She had always known that Caitlin was a talented actress, but Kate’s love for Sarah had almost seemed real, even to Gemma.

Gemma, on the other hand, felt achingly raw. She had told Caitlin she was okay, but she wasn’t—not really. In a daze, she barely registered that Mrs. Ryan was approaching until she spoke.

“Now that’s what I wanted to see,” Mrs. Ryan exclaimed as she made her way toward them. “I don’t know what the hell you two did on that lunch break, but thank you. That was... I can’t even put it into words. For a second, I honestly thought you two might be in love.” The director laughed at her own joke as her assistant handed her a script for the next scene.  

Like a well-oiled machine, the crew scattered, already moving on to their next tasks.

AFTER THE WHIRLWIND OF SARAH and Kate’s sex scene, preceded by the real thing between her and Caitlin, Gemma could have cried with relief when Friday finally came. The week was over, and they had the weekend off, so she was hoping for time to process whatever the hell was going on.

She hadn’t gotten a chance to speak privately with Caitlin, but maybe that was for the best. Gemma couldn’t find the right words yet, needing to sort through the tangle of emotions before they spoke. Still, over the last few days, their on-screen chemistry had grown, and so had their… friendship?

Gemma didn’t know what to call it. But their dynamic felt comfortable in small, steady ways—reading lines together at lunch, trading easy stories about family, debating whether it was harder to work on a network television set or a movie one, and discovering that they still liked their old favorite ice cream flavors. Those shared moments had made the rest of it all feel slightly more endurable.

After Gemma had wrapped for the day, she headed back to her trailer to pack up her belongings before leaving for the night. All she wanted right now was a drink and her couch.  

As she stepped into the main lounge, Gemma found a bouquet of white lilies sitting next to a small square box on the round table. She silently walked over and peered through the clear window on the top, as if the gift might get spooked and run. A cake, its sides dripping with rainbow sprinkles, sat inside the box. Across the top, two words were written in a chic script.

Happy Birthday.

There was no note, but that didn’t matter. Tears pooled at the edges of Gemma’s vision until they spilled over. She had always hated her birthday. She had transferred schools so often as a kid that her parties usually went unattended. After a few years in a row of crying into an uncut cake, her parents patting her back as balloons sank to the ground around her, Gemma had decided to stop having a birthday.

Until her seventeenth birthday had come along, of course. That’s when Caitlin had swooped in, horrified at the idea of not celebrating Gemma’s birthday. During the following years together, Caitlin had never missed a single one, making sure that Gemma would spend the entire day surrounded by people who loved her.

In the nine years since Caitlin, Gemma had never told anyone her birthday. Now that she thought about it, nobody ever asked.

“Gemma, what’s wrong?” Caitlin threw open the trailer door, running up the steps to where Gemma stood sobbing. Without hesitation, she wrapped Gemma in her arms. But it was already too late. The dam had broken, and now Gemma was forced to succumb to the surge of tears.

“The gifts weren’t that good,” Caitlin said lightly, trying to make Gemma smile. It worked.

Gemma giggled as her glassy red eyes met Caitlin’s. “You remembered.”

“Your birthday? Favorite flower? Favorite cake flavor? Of course I did.”

Salt and snot dripped down Gemma’s face, even as she smiled up at Caitlin. Caitlin hadn’t said anything earlier in the day, so Gemma assumed that she had forgotten her birthday. She wouldn’t have blamed her, really.

“Thank you, this means a lot.” Gemma pointed to the spots of mucous on Caitlin’s shoulder. “Sorry about that.”

Caitlin shrugged and waved her off.

“I’m sure you already have plans tonight…” Caitlin bounced from one foot to the other, suddenly nervous.

Gemma thought it was the cutest thing, seeing Caitin so embarrassed as she tried to finish her sentence. Gemma considered lying. She really had been looking forward to a quiet night alone to digest the weight of the past week. But even more than that, Gemma was shocked to realize that she would rather spend more time with Caitlin. 

“I actually don’t have any plans.”

Caitlin beamed, and Gemma felt her heart flutter at being the cause. “Can I take you out for your birthday? We can jump in my car and drop off your things at your place on the way.” 

“That sounds great.”

Gemma knew Hayley had an unavoidable business meeting that night, so there would be no risk of running into her while with Caitlin. Hayley would undoubtedly give Gemma an earful for hanging out with Caitlin off the clock. Then again, Hayley still didn’t know that Gemma had slept with Caitlin, so there would be bigger topics to unpack at their next coffee date than this.

After swinging by Gemma’s apartment building to drop off the birthday cake and bouquet, they arrived at Caitlin’s surprise destination.

“Dave & Buster’s.” Gemma burst into a raw, unfiltered laugh. “This is where you decided to take me for my twenty-ninth birthday?”

Caitlin gave a sly, knowing smirk as she climbed out of the car and offered her hand to Gemma.

They entered through the wide glass double doors and beelined to the bar, where Caitlin ordered two glasses of white wine. Handing a chilled glass to Gemma, Caitlin raised her own in a private toast.

“To you, Squish. I couldn’t allow another birthday to go by without celebrating you,” Caitlin said softly, searching Gemma’s eyes for an intense moment.

The long-stemmed glasses clinked, and the tension broke as they took a sip of the sweet Riesling. Caitlin laid her hand on Gemma’s lower back and led her through the arcade. A shiver trembled up Gemma’s spine as her body remembered the mildly possessive move that she had loved. It was a small gesture, but it conveyed to the world around them that she was Caitlin’s.

When they slowed to a stop in front of the Dance Dance Revolution machine, Gemma’s chest tightened. Memories flooded over her of all the hours they had spent playing this game together in high school, of all the laughter and electricity.

“Ready to get your ass kicked? Again.” Caitlin’s eyes gleamed with the challenge as she waved the plastic yellow card, preloaded with credits and ready to play. She was just full of surprises tonight.

“Have you forgotten how many times I beat you back in the day?” Gemma shot back.

Gemma knew that Caitlin had always been better at this game than she was—Caitlin may have even let her win a few times, if she was being honest—but she could never resist a little flirty competition.

“Huh, I don’t remember it like that. I guess you’ll just have to remind me,” Caitlin said as she loaded the credits onto the machine.

They each took one last sip of their wine before placing the glasses safely off to the side.

After about thirty-five minutes on the metal pads, two empty glasses now between them, Gemma found herself watching Caitlin in admiration. She had completely surprised Gemma, making her twenty-ninth birthday the most magical one yet.

Turning to gloat after her latest victory, Caitlin’s eyes connected with Gemma’s. The rose-colored nostalgia cracked as Gemma read the longing in Caitlin’s face. A deep-seated panic swelled in her chest.

A voice, her own, begged her body to run. This was how it always started. And Gemma didn’t think she could survive another ending. She had to get out of there.

“Holy shit, you’re Caitlin Stone!”

They both turned to see a teenage girl, shouting and pointing in Caitlin’s direction. She rushed toward them.

“I’m your biggest fan. You were my gay awakening.” She gushed, before turning bright red.

Gemma and Caitlin couldn’t help but burst into giggles. Gemma didn’t blame the girl, Caitlin had been part of her own queer journey, too.

“Could I get a picture with you? Please?” The girl added shyly.

Caitlin posed for a selfie with the young fan, a warm, genuine smile on her face, before she returned to Gemma’s side and whispered into her ear, “Come on, let’s get out of here. I’ll take you home.”

Gemma felt a quiet melancholy at the night coming to a close, but when Caitlin’s hand fell to the small of her back again to guide her out of the arcade, she surrendered and melted into the touch.

The drive back to Gemma’s place was hushed. When they arrived, Caitlin insisted on walking her up to her apartment.

After the week they had just lived through together, Gemma couldn’t figure out how to say goodbye. The night hadn’t particularly felt like a date… until that moment. Did Caitlin plan on kissing her goodnight? Did Gemma even want her to? She was out of time to figure it out, she realized, as her front door came into view.

“I had a lot of fun with you tonight,” Caitlin spoke up, thankfully, taking the lead.

“Me too.” It had been a lot more fun than Gemma was willing to admit.

“Whenever you feel ready, let’s sit down and really talk. Until then, I want you to know I’m here, and I still care.” Caitlin leaned in, and Gemma froze as Caitlin’s lips lightly brushed her cheek. “Goodnight, Gemma. Happy birthday,” she whispered softly.

A familiar flutter rose in Gemma’s stomach.

“Goodnight, Caitlin. And thank you.” Gemma didn’t want the moment to end. Before Caitlin could disappear down the hallway, Gemma called out, “Hey capitana. Eres mi toro.” 


Caitlin spun on her heels, eyebrows arched and eyes so wide that Gemma could see more white than blue. The silly old phrase had slipped out as Gemma had wished for just one more second with Caitlin. She wasn’t sure who wore the greater look of shock now.

Feeling suddenly exposed, Gemma quickly unlocked her door and vanished inside the safety of her apartment. Leaning back against the locked barrier, Gemma let out a breath and sank all the way to the floor.

She climbed to her feet and made her way into her bedroom. Gemma threw herself down on her bed, slinging one arm over her eyes.

Her feelings lay scattered around her like metal jacks, sharp and disordered. The last five days had felt like a fever dream, half movie and half reality. The problem was that she had trouble finding the line between the two. Seeing the old Caitlin she had known resurface in sudden, painful glimpses—the Caitlin she had fallen in love with. But she had also witnessed the gentler, refined, and more self-assured woman that Caitlin had become. Gemma was left stunned by how much could change and remain the same all at once.

Her heart begged her to stop, even as her feet began moving toward her closet. Her chest tightened as she carefully lowered a dust-coated plastic box from its hiding place on a high corner shelf.

The box, locked long ago with an imaginary key, now dared Gemma to open it. She recalled the dark nights in college when she had wanted to burn everything inside. Shockingly, Hayley had been the voice of reason on those nights, knowing that Gemma would one day regret it. Now, here she was, gripping the handles on either side of the lid, grateful for Hayley’s interference.

Gemma knew it would be reckless to go through this bin when her emotions were already in a tailspin, but she couldn’t stop herself from ripping the top off.

Years of cherished memories came flooding back. A stack of old photo booth pictures sat on the top of the pile inside. Gemma thumbed through the photo strips. Two girls side-by-side, making goofy faces, kissing through smiles, and trading secret glances. They wore love like a second skin, glowing and obvious.

Gemma placed the pictures aside, spying a faded lilac Westmore Cheerleading T-shirt. Caitlin had let her borrow the shirt during their first sleepover together. Gemma had worn it home the next morning, ultimately laying claim to it. On the nights she had to sleep without Caitlin by her side, Gemma would wrap herself in her T-shirt instead.

She closed her eyes as she inhaled the soft fabric. The floral perfume had faded, but the scent rose to Gemma’s mind regardless, etched into her memory. When she opened her eyes again, Gemma spotted a ribbon-tied stack of letters she had saved. She slipped off the black top she had been wearing and replaced it with the soft lilac T-shirt.

One by one, she began to unfold the small, handwritten notes they had passed back and forth throughout school. Stuck to the backsides of some of the scraps were colorful Post-it Notes that they had hidden for each other throughout their shared dorm at UPenn. 


Hurry back from class, I miss you already.

The first small yellow square held Caitlin’s careful, looping script. Gemma had found the note stuck to the inside of her biology textbook during her very first college lecture. More yellow, pink, green, and blue sticky notes were stuck together.

Found your lucky pen! What will you trade me for it? ;)




Eres mi toro xo




Don’t forget your breakfast!




Meet me in the dining hall at 7? I have a surprise for you.

The weight of all those individual moments suddenly became too heavy. These notes had once meant everything to Gemma, but now the words fell flat. She couldn’t bear to keep reading them.

A glass-framed certificate near the bottom caught her eye. She didn’t know how she had forgotten about this.

Caitlin and Gemma had spent countless nights together in high school, sneaking out to spend time alone while the rest of the town slept. Sometimes, they would spread out a nest of blankets and pillows in one of their backyards on clear nights and just hold each other, gazing up at the millions of twinkling dots in the sky. They would whisper into the darkness and kiss for hours, sleep being the last thing on their minds at seventeen.

Then, for Gemma’s eighteenth birthday, Caitlin had surprised her with the framed certificate, proof that she had had a star named after her. Holding it between her hands now, Gemma felt the same sweet tenderness that had flooded her when she’d been given it eleven years ago.

Delicately placing the frame onto the floor, Gemma sifted through the rest of the box. And there it was. Lodged beneath the photographs and love letters, tucked into the bottom corner of the stacks, her fingers brushed against the velvet.

She pulled out the little black ring box, her chest collapsing with grief. Gemma rocked forward, holding herself as the tears fell, past and present colliding into one fierce ache.

Before she could lift the top and see the diamond nestled into the pillow, Gemma buried the velvet box back into the recesses of the plastic bin along with all the other items she had taken out. 


A thud sounded from the other room, the closing of her front door.

“Gemma! I’m so sorry I’m late!” Hayley yelled from the entryway.

Gemma heard her best friend rummaging through her kitchen cabinet before footsteps headed her way.

“There’s still an hour left of your birthday, though, and I brought expensive wine,” Hayley chirped, rounding the corner.

Hayley came to an abrupt stop when she spotted Gemma crumpled onto the floor, crying into a high school cheerleading T-shirt in front of the box of memories.

“Gem, sweetie.” Hayley immediately recognized what she was looking at, knowing that plastic bin all too well.

Hayley rushed to Gemma’s side, placing the wine bottle and glasses onto the floor, wrapping both arms around her.

Gemma let herself go, sobbing into Hayley’s steady arms as her friend gently rocked her. For a beat, they were nineteen again, Gemma’s anguish just as raw as it had been ten years ago.


NINETEEN

Fall Semester, Junior Year of High School

IT WAS AUTUMN AGAIN AT Westmore High, barely two months into Caitlin’s junior year, when Kristie sat down next to her at the end of the cafeteria table.

“Did you know that the new girl from Detroit is a lesbian?”

Caitlin willed her features flat, clenching her jaw as she fought to remain expressionless. “Okay, and? Her name is Gemma, by the way, and she’s not even new. She’s been here for a year.”

Kristie scoffed. “Whatever, you know what I mean. I just wish she would stop making out with her girlfriend all over campus.”

Caitlin stopped chewing, suddenly feeling nauseated. She had thought about Gemma all summer—what she was up to and who she was with—but Caitlin had been too much of a coward to actually reach out to her.

Five months ago, Caitlin had kissed Gemma and then panicked, destroying the delicate balance of their friendship in the process. She had only wanted to feel the softness of Gemma’s lips, not expecting the explosion of color and light that had followed. It had been too impossible to name and, at the time, too beautiful to bear.

Hearing Kristie’s gossip—another girl now kissing Gemma’s lips—caused agony to rip through Caitlin. It felt like salt, ground into an open wound.

Scooping up her plastic tray, lunch scarcely touched, Caitlin stormed out of the cafeteria. As she made her way toward the exit, she spotted Gemma sitting at her usual table with Darbie and Emily.

Gemma happened to look up at that moment, in time to watch Caitlin fling her salad into the trash can before shoving through the cafeteria doors with both hands.

Jealousy had taken root inside of Caitlin like a weed, thorns twisting through her stomach that she could neither ignore nor soothe. She knew now for sure that she had feelings for Gemma, that truth had crashed over her the moment they kissed. Yet she had chosen avoidance in her panic, and she now felt powerless as Gemma’s new relationship publicly solidified. And the only person Caitlin had to blame was herself.

It wasn’t like Caitlin could fault Emily. Gemma was intoxicating. Her charm was as quick as her wit, and it was all too easy to sink into the warm embrace of her golden-brown eyes. Not to mention, Caitlin knew what it was like to feel wanted by Gemma, and she envied Emily for having the courage that she lacked.

It might as well have been Caitlin who set them up. She had kissed Gemma and then cast her off like an empty candy wrapper once the sweet had been enjoyed. She had allowed herself to hesitate for too long, expecting Gemma to wait for her indefinitely. Her mind told her that it wasn’t fair for her to be upset that Gemma had moved on, even while her heart screamed with betrayal.

And then there was Troy. Troy had loved Caitlin since middle school, their social standings and friendships now felt too intertwined to untangle. Her chest hummed with guilt whenever she considered disrupting their relationship. But was her current strategy any kinder? She had been hiding a growing hunger for Gemma behind Troy’s back, not giving her own boyfriend the honesty he deserved.

Conflicted or not, Caitlin had made her choice, and now she would force herself to live with it. She resolved to focus her attention on Troy and her duties as cheer captain, filling her days with routines and cheers as if they could drown out the longing. Caitlin clung to the hope that ignoring Gemma, the girl who had stolen her heart without permission a year ago, would enable her life to slide back into the easy shape it had been before their lips had ever met.

THE MONTHS PASSED IN A flash, and Caitlin had now been out of school for the past two days for Thanksgiving break. Troy’s parents were out of town, traveling as usual, leaving two boys to their own devices in the oversized, empty house. On cue, Troy decided to fill the emptiness with a hundred or so of their peers that Friday night, after most had fulfilled their familial obligations the day before. The Black Friday party had started to become a holiday tradition of its own.  


Assuming the role of hostess like always, Caitlin ordered a towering stack of pizzas and swung by the store for a cartload of chips and sodas. Troy’s older brother stocked them with booze so they wouldn’t have to force the lock on the liquor cabinet, and then headed off to meet his friends at the bar. They had tried getting away with that once before, and Troy’s father’s anger over a stolen bottle of thirty-year-old malt whiskey still sat heavy over the house.

Taking her role seriously, Caitlin took inventory of her surroundings. The music was loud, the keg was tapped, and the six-gallon jug of cheap vodka lemonade mix sat on the patio table, plastic cups stacked nearby. They had set up the majority of the party outside to keep as many people out of the house as possible. Then the clean-up was easier that way, they had learned.

The backyard, enclosed on all sides by an eight-foot privacy fence, vibrated with the excitement of ungoverned teenagers, their faces glowing in the flickering light of tiki torches.

Caitlin took a few laps around the party to say hello to everyone and make sure they were all having a good time. At least, that’s what she told herself. But as she moved through the clusters, Caitlin searched for the mane of dark hair.

Caitlin stood at Troy’s side, a tight smile pasted to her face, as she tried to hide her disappointment that Gemma might not come.

Just as she was about to give up hope, Caitlin spotted a familiar silhouette parting the crowd. Her heart jumped into her throat as she watched the girl’s lithe, athletic figure ease through the sliding glass doors and into the backyard. As Caitlin had imagined, Gemma had left her hair down that night, allowing her natural waves to steal the show. Caitlin stared, thinking about tangling her fingers into the dark tresses.

“Right, babe?” Troy asked, his arm draped across Caitlin’s shoulders.

“Yeah.” Caitlin had no idea what she was agreeing to as she watched Gemma scan the yard. “He’s right.” Her boyfriend hadn’t even noticed that her attention had drifted.

Caitlin’s focus was on Gemma, effortlessly beautiful in her black straight jeans, flowing ivory sweater, leather jacket, and signature Doc Marten boots. The party blurred around her until only Gemma shone in the dark, the backyard lanterns creating a warm halo around her face. She was captivating.

The jarring sound of teenagers screaming Shop Boyz’s “Party Like a Rockstar” briefly jolted Caitlin back into her surroundings.

Caitlin returned her gaze across the yard, spotting Gemma again just as her face split into a smile. She followed the source of Gemma’s joy—Emily. Caitlin felt herself sinking as Emily ran to Gemma, wrapping her arms around her neck, and kissed her. Emily guided Gemma to the circle of girls from the soccer team and gave her the only empty chair before Emily settled comfortably into Gemma’s lap.

This was a nightmare.

Caitlin gulped the vodka lemonade mix from her cup and looked up at Troy. “Shots?”

“Hell yeah!” Troy and his buddies cheered, following Caitlin like overeager puppies toward the liquor table.

She poured four shots of cheap peach vodka and handed out the small plastic cups. They haphazardly smashed them together into a toast, then threw them back in unison. Caitlin topped off her own cup, swallowing the liquid that burned down her throat before anyone else could catch up. 

From the corner of her eye, she saw Gemma stand and head inside alone. Caitlin needed to make a choice here and now—either go after what she wanted or walk away from Gemma for good.

Before she could second-guess herself, she told Troy, “Be right back.”

Caitlin followed the path Gemma had just taken and slid into the bathroom before the door closed.

“Caitlin, what the hell are you doing?”

She locked the door, turning to Gemma, and said, “I needed to see you.”

“Why? You’ve done such an impressive job avoiding me for months. Couldn’t you stay away for one more night?”

Caitlin stared at Gemma’s full lips, remembering what they had felt like on her skin, then forced her gaze back up. “I think bathrooms are becoming our thing.”

Gemma glared. Okay, so the casual, funny approach wasn’t going to work.

“What do you want, Caitlin?”

“I want you.”

Gemma’s eyes widened at the bluntness of her words. 

“It’s a little late for that,” Gemma said it like she meant it, but Caitlin heard the crack in her voice. That was all Caitlin needed. It wasn’t over.

Caitlin crossed the cramped space, tangled her fingers in Gemma’s dark waves, and pressed her back against the wall as their mouths collided.

Gemma kissed her back for a split second, and Caitlin felt the pieces of her soul falling into place.

“What the fuck?” Gemma roughly pushed Caitlin away from her, trying to create as much distance between their bodies as possible.

“I’m sorry.” Caitlin stepped back. “I saw you kissing Emily, and I…” Her voice faltered.

“You what?” Gemma shook with rising anger. “You don’t want me, but you don’t want me to be with Emily, either? What do you want from me, Caitlin?”

“That’s not true.” Caitlin looked at the floor, summoning her courage. “You’re all I’ve been able to think about for months.”

Gemma huffed. “Yeah, right. You’ve been too busy with Troy’s tongue down your throat to think of anyone else.”

Caitlin sagged inward, realizing that the show she had been putting on with Troy had backfired.

“Look, I don’t know what this was,” Gemma gestured between them, “but Emily is my girlfriend. So please, just leave me alone and go back to your boyfriend.”

Caitlin didn’t know how to say the next thing on her heart, but she knew one thing—if she didn’t lay herself out bare, if she withheld anything now, she would lose Gemma for good.

“Don’t go back to Emily,” Caitlin whispered, pleading.

“And why the hell not?” Gemma asked, arms crossed and brows furrowed as she glared at Caitlin.

“Because you should be with me.” Caitlin leaned against the sink, gripping the edge to steady herself for her next words. The bass from the party outside thumped through the walls, out of sync with her own heartbeat.

“After we kissed, everything just… flipped. I didn’t even know kissing could feel like that.” She glanced at Gemma, then away, her voice catching. “I panicked, alright? You’re a girl, and I’d never done that before. And I have Troy… it was all just too much,” Caitlin rushed, looking up for a reaction from Gemma.

Gemma remained silent, seeming to wait for Caitlin to offer up a better excuse.

“I didn’t know what to do, and I wasn’t ready to confront my feelings for you, so I guess I just acted like they didn’t exist. I started using Troy like some sort of shield, hoping it would make you jealous enough to intervene. To rescue me.” Caitlin’s breath hitched on the last few words, feeling pathetic. The bathroom air, thick with perfume and vodka, was starting to make her feel ill.

Gemma rolled her eyes, not impressed with Caitlin’s admission.

Caitlin closed the gap and laced their fingers together. “How did you feel when we kissed?”

Gemma hesitated, dropping her gaze to Caitlin’s lips, then met her eyes. “I liked it, Caitlin, a lot. But then you kicked me out of your room and your life. I tried to reach out. I wanted you to know how much I liked you, and you ghosted me. You chose him.” Gemma didn’t break eye contact as she delivered the final blow. “I found someone who actually knows what they want, and it’s me. No games. And now I would like to get back to her.” Dejection roughened Gemma’s voice.

Caitlin let Gemma brush past and leave, closing the bathroom door behind her.

Gemma was right. She deserved far better than how Caitlin had treated her. If Caitlin really wanted her back, she would have to show she was serious and choose Gemma—in all aspects of her life, not just when it was convenient.

When Caitlin rejoined the party, she watched Gemma and Emily head for the front door, arms threaded around each other. She lingered behind a bush, watching until their shadows melted into the dark sidewalk. Caitlin grappled with the pain of knowing her confession may have come too late.

Shortly after midnight, the crowd thinned. Unable to mask any longer, Caitlin asked Troy if they could go to bed. They told the remaining stragglers to crash in the guest room or on the couch before making their way upstairs.

Once in Troy’s room, Caitlin felt numb as her boyfriend closed the door, scooped her up, and carried her over to his bed. Liquor permeated the air between them as Troy began to kiss the hollow of her neck.

“Troy,” Caitlin said, leaning away from his touch.

“Yeah?” He didn’t stop, continuing to trail kisses down her neck.

“I think I had too much to drink.” Caitlin couldn’t do this anymore. She felt like she was suffocating. She had to get out of there. “I’m gonna head home.”

Troy paused and looked down at her. “Do you need to throw up?”

“No.”

“Just stay here then,” Troy graveled sweetly, kissing her again.

For the first time, Caitlin couldn’t stand the feeling of Troy’s hands or lips on her.

“I think I should sleep in my own bed tonight.”

He looked at her, baffled, but didn’t stop Caitlin when she slid out from under him, grabbed her phone, and left the house.

Caitlin had trouble breathing when she got home that night. Her life, once so sure, had taken a sharp turn she could no longer ignore without being thrown from a cliff.

When Caitlin laid her head on her pillow, the memory of kissing Gemma in that very spot flashed behind her eyelids. She could still feel the perfect fit of Gemma’s lips against hers, the spark that kindled between them. But then it ended the same way it always did, tormenting Caitlin—Gemma’s eyes, brimming with confused pain as Caitlin asked her to leave.

Feeling shaky, Caitlin stared at her bedroom ceiling, heart pounding, and realized what she had to do. There was no turning back now.

CAITLIN SPENT ALL OF SATURDAY holed up in her room, replaying every moment, every word, every look of the past year. She had to make sure she was ready, not just to upend the only life she had ever known, but to embrace the consequences, whatever they may be. There was a good chance that she’d end up right back here, staring at her ceiling alone.

She had barely slept the night before, the hours bleeding together with her nerves, winding tighter over the unknown of the following day. But that Sunday morning, the certainty of her choice pushed her out of bed.

Her energy was manic as she got ready and walked to Troy’s house. It was after nine, so she hoped that Troy would be awake.

Caitlin walked right in, the door still unlocked from the previous night, and found Troy in the kitchen making breakfast.

“Hey babe, I didn’t know you were coming over this morning. Want some pancakes?”

“No, thanks. I actually need to talk to you about something.” Caitlin sat at the kitchen island. The distance between them felt necessary.

“Is everything okay?” Troy asked, worried.

“You’re a really great boyfriend, Troy.” She swallowed, then pushed out the words. “I know we’ve been together for a long time, but I just don’t feel the same way that you do anymore.”

“Wait… are you breaking up with me?” Troy dropped the spatula. “Where the hell is this coming from?”

“Oh, come on, Troy. We’ve been dating since we were kids, back when you flirted by tugging on my ponytail.” She paused, letting her statement sink in. “Things change, people change. I don’t know exactly when it happened, but we aren’t those same kids anymore. I’ve been trying to pretend that it still feels the same, like we’re still us, but that’s not true.”

Caitlin watched Troy, standing with his mouth slack, the dropped spatula still on the floor.

She softened her voice. “I care about you too much to keep faking something that doesn’t feel real anymore.”

“You’re joking, right? Are you filming this?” Troy spun in a circle, searching for a hidden camera.

“I’m not joking, Troy, I’m sorry. I know it won’t be easy, but I hope that we can go back to being friends someday.”

Troy just looked at her, anger coloring his face.

“Screw you, Caitlin. Get out of my house.” Troy turned his back to her, not waiting for a response or to see if she obeyed.

Caitlin felt horrible. She had known this part wouldn’t be easy, but she couldn’t stay in the relationship any longer just to spare his feelings. And now, she was one step closer to Gemma.


The sidewalk felt longer than usual, every stride tightening the knot in her stomach. What if Gemma wasn’t home? Or worse, what if Emily had spent the night? The unknowns pressed in, howling louder than the autumn wind, but Caitlin kept walking. She had to see this through.

Hands trembling, Caitlin folded her fingers into her palm and knocked on Gemma’s front door.

It took a few minutes, but when she heard footsteps coming down the stairs on the other side, Caitlin held her breath.

“Caitlin?” Gemma opened the door. “What are you doing here?”

Even in sweatpants and a wild tangle of hair, Gemma stopped Caitlin’s heart.

“Can we please talk?”

Gemma squinted as the sun peeked out from behind the clouds. 

Caitlin held up the coffees and bagels she’d picked up at the bakery on her way over. “I didn’t come empty-handed.”

Gemma took a paper cup from the tray without a word and led Caitlin into the kitchen.

“Just give me five minutes. If you still don’t want me here, I’ll go.”

They sat down at the kitchen table, and Gemma took a sip of the hot caffeine in her hand. “We only got coffee together once, how’d you remember my order?”

Caitlin’s face burned as she shrugged her shoulders. Her memory wasn’t that great, and her school grades reflected it, but somehow, she remembered everything about Gemma.

“Okay, so why are you here?” Gemma asked, looking a little lighter now that she had her morning lifeline.

“I know I’ve been acting insane lately… I’m sorry for cornering you in the bathroom at Troy’s party, I don’t know what the hell I was thinking,” Caitlin started, trying to keep her voice steady while her leg bounced with anxiety. She took a deep breath and went on. “I’ve been messy, and toxic, and honestly, I know that I don’t deserve another shot. But if you gave me one… Gemma, I swear I’d do things right this time.”

Gemma lifted an eyebrow, just as unconvinced as she had been two nights prior.

Caitlin’s voice dropped, barely above a whisper. “I ended it with Troy this morning. I don’t want anyone else, Gemma. I just want you. And I can wait if I have to.”

“You broke up with Troy?” Gemma sounded genuinely surprised.

“Yeah... I saw you leave the party with Emily Friday night, and it destroyed me. I hated seeing you with someone else. I swear, every time I saw you kiss her, I thought my heart would rip itself in half. I kinda hoped it would.”

“You really hurt me, Caitlin. Like, not just a little, either. I cried myself to sleep the night that you kicked me out of your house.” Gemma’s arms folded across her chest as she cleared her throat. “And now you’re here saying all the things I wanted to hear months ago, just because I found someone else.”

Caitlin moved to interrupt, but Gemma stopped her.

“No, that wasn’t a question. My question is, how do I know you won’t just disappear again?”

Caitlin slid her chair closer to Gemma. “I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. I don’t think this feeling could ever ‘just disappear.’”

Gemma sat in silence for a long beat before she finally spoke again. “After we left Troy’s party, I walked Emily back home and told her that I couldn’t be with her anymore. She deserves someone who can give their whole heart.”

Caitlin’s mind whirled, trying to make sure she understood Gemma’s meaning. “Wait, are you saying…?”

The corners of Gemma’s mouth turned up even as she tried to stop them. “I’m saying…” Gemma was dragging this out, playing with her, and Caitlin’s heart leapt within her chest as she hung on Gemma’s words. “That I haven’t stopped thinking about you since the day we met. And when you kissed me Friday night, I knew my feelings hadn’t gone away, either.”

Caitlin’s smile reached her eyes. She stood, hovering over Gemma. Reaching down, she cupped Gemma’s face with both hands and pressed their lips together. This kiss was deeper than the first two they had shared. Unrestrained and vulnerable, this kiss was the direct result of knowing that nothing stood in their way now.

Wanting privacy in case one of her parents returned early, Gemma led Caitlin up the stairs to her bedroom and shut the door. Without a word, the two crawled into her bed, rearranging until Gemma was lying on her back, her arms wrapped around Caitlin.

Caitlin lay on her side, caressing Gemma’s cheek and looking into her eyes. “Eres mi toro,” she whispered.

Gemma’s chest began to bounce with laughter, catching Caitlin off guard. Why was she laughing at her?

“Wait, what’s so funny?” Caitlin asked, sitting up. She had remembered the line from Spanish class and thought it was sweet.

“You just said you’re my bull.”

Caitlin giggled, dropping her head back onto Gemma’s chest in embarrassment. “Well, you are pretty stubborn. I guess I should really pay more attention to Señora Lopez, though.”

“Eres mi todo,” Gemma corrected, still laughing, and intertwined their fingers as they sank into the bed. “You’re my everything.”

Caitlin carefully repeated the words as Gemma pulled her closer and kissed the top of her head. Her tension melted away and the world outside faded. For the first time in weeks, Caitlin’s mind was crystal clear. She was exactly where she belonged.

A FEW WEEKS LATER, CAITLIN felt ready to burst. She and Gemma had decided to keep their relationship quiet for a while, out of respect for Troy and Emily. So instead of holding hands down the catwalk or kissing between classes, they had passed notes. Lots of notes. So many notes, in fact, that Caitlin’s desk drawer in her room had begun to overflow with the small scraps of paper.

They had continued to eat lunch separately—Caitlin with her cheer squad, Gemma with Darbie—but as they left the lunchroom that day, Caitlin had grabbed Gemma’s forearm and tugged her through the nearest closed door.

When Caitlin flicked on the light, they both laughed. They were standing inside the janitor’s closet, but that wouldn’t stop her. Her fingers curled around Gemma’s waist as she drew their bodies together. Caitlin kissed her as if she hadn’t felt her lips in weeks, not merely hours.

“Hmm, missed me that much, huh?” Gemma teased, mumbling into the kiss.

Caitlin hummed with delight as their mouths moved naturally together, the moment feeling edgy and surreal. After all the months of aching and wondering, she was living her fantasy. She wrapped her arms tighter around Gemma, heart racing, and they stumbled slightly, knocking into something with a soft thud and a splash.

They pulled apart, startled. Somehow, a mop had tipped from its bucket, sending water across the tile and soaking their sneakers.

For a heartbeat, they just stared. Then they burst into laughter, loud enough that they could probably be heard from the other side of the door.

“Wanna come over after practice tonight?” Caitlin asked, glancing at the puddle and thinking that there were definitely better places to do this.

“If there’s going to be more kissing, then yes.” Gemma grinned, brushing her lips against Caitlin’s one last time before they slipped back into the hallway. It was empty now, meaning they would be late for class. Again.

A few minutes later as Caitlin sank into her seat, damp sneakers squeaking slightly, she couldn’t stop smiling. Her heart felt full. And while part of her still worried what people would eventually say when their relationship went public, she couldn’t wait to show off her love for Gemma to the world—she was finally hers.


TWENTY

IT WAS SIX O’CLOCK BY the time Gemma finally collapsed into her sofa after her day of filming. The sun wouldn’t set for a few hours still, but her exhaustion was bone-deep. She couldn’t wait to sleep in the next day. She pulled out her phone and turned off her daily alarm, determined to stay in bed until at least nine a.m.

It was Friday again, a whole week since her surprising twenty-ninth birthday, and her call times the past few mornings had been so ridiculously early that she hadn’t seen Hayley for coffee all week. The last time they had spoken, Hayley had found Gemma crumpled onto her bedroom floor, sobbing into the box of keepsakes. Hayley had helped her into bed that night, holding Gemma until she cried herself to sleep. Gemma hadn’t gotten the chance to explain, and Hayley hadn’t pressed.

Without her personal sounding board to help her process what had happened with Caitlin, Gemma had moved through the past two weeks on autopilot—doing her best to shove the messy, unresolved ache for Caitlin beneath the surface.

She feared it was about to erupt.

Gemma: Wine at my place tonight?

Hayley: You had me at wine.

Gemma: See you in an hour. Please don't look cute.

Exactly sixty minutes later, Hayley walked into Gemma’s apartment carrying a bag of takeout from their favorite Chinese restaurant.

Gemma was relieved to see that Hayley was in a comfortable pair of sweatpants, the top half of her short hair secured with a small claw clip. Gemma wasn’t in the mood for appearances tonight.

“I figured you hadn’t eaten dinner yet.”

“You know me so well.” Gemma pecked her best friend on the cheek, moving toward the kitchen to grab plates and silverware for their dinner.

After they had eaten, Gemma was ready to flop onto her couch again. But she had a strong suspicion that the next conversation would be easier with wine, so before getting comfortable, she pulled out two long-stemmed glasses from the cabinet.

“I know that pour,” Hayley said, one eyebrow raised as she pointed to the wine glasses in Gemma’s hands. “What’s going on?”

Gemma sank into the couch and took a sip. Okay, maybe it was more of a gulp.

“I don’t even know where to start, Hay.” Gemma sighed. She already knew Hayley’s opinion of Caitlin.

“Well… why don’t you fill me in on why I found you knee deep in that box of stuff from Caitlin? I haven’t seen that thing since college.”

Gemma nodded, taking a deep breath.

“Wait—let me catch up first.” Hayley matched Gemma’s previous gulp, finishing half of her wine. “Okay, go ahead.”

“Alright. So. Last week, we had to shoot that sex scene.” Gemma dove right in, wanting to get everything out in the open before she lost her buzz. “And the night you found me, my birthday, Caitlin took me out after work.”

“Um, what?” Hayley curled her nose at the idea.

If Hayley was repulsed by that, Gemma was in for a real treat when she got to the part about what had happened a few days prior.

Buying herself a little more time, Gemma told Hayley about the surprise gifts she had found in her trailer, which had ultimately convinced her to accept Caitlin’s invitation that night.

“So where’d she take you? Some bougie-ass restaurant with a waitlist so that she could flaunt her fame and fortune?” Hayley scoffed. She wasn’t exactly Caitlin’s biggest fan.

“No, actually. She took me to Dave & Buster’s,” Gemma said, holding up a hand. “And before you laugh, she took me there to play DDR. It was kind of our thing back in high school.”

“I hate that I’m about to say this, but that’s actually kind of cute,” Hayley admitted, rolling her eyes.

Gemma looked away to gather herself as she geared up to tell Hayley the rest. “I know, right? I don’t know what to think—or feel.”

Hayley narrowed her eyes, cautiously asking, “Am I missing a part of the story here? I feel like there’s more.”

“I slept with Caitlin.”

Hayley choked on her wine, doubling over into a coughing fit.

“Like fake, for the movie?” Hayley asked after clearing her throat. “Sorry, you caught me off guard. I thought you meant…”

Gemma plucked Hayley’s glass from her hands and placed it onto the table beside her own. Her next words weren’t going to go over well.

“No, not just for the movie… we had sex in my trailer right before shooting the scene.”

“YOU WHAT!?” Hayley lunged across the couch toward Gemma, grabbing her by the forearm. “Gem, what the actual fuck? And you waited how many days to tell me this? How the hell did that happen!?”

Gemma replayed it all for Hayley, from McKenzie Ryan’s threat to replace them, to the escalating confrontation, and ending with Gemma climbing into Caitlin’s lap.

“I don’t know what got into me, Hay. But… I don’t regret it.” Gemma paused, but Hayley was uncharacteristically silent. “I’ve been trying so hard to hate her, thinking maybe that would be easier than admitting I actually miss her.”

Hayley just shook her head at Gemma, baffled.

Feeling self-conscious, Gemma reached over and refilled their glasses with more Pinot Grigio.

“Well, that was definitely not what I expected to hear tonight,” Hayley said, accepting the glass of wine.

“Trust me, it was an even bigger shock for me.”

“Fuck, Gem. Please tell me you’re not falling for her bullshit again. Do you not remember what she did to you?”

“Of course I fucking remember.” That had been a low blow, and Hayley knew it.

“Gem, it took you years to get over her. Please don’t go down this road again.”

“I know, Hay, I know. You’re right—she destroyed me. In my head, I know that. But when I’m with her… I just can’t seem to get my heart on the same page.” Gemma groaned and threw her head into her hands.

She felt the cushion shift as Hayley wrapped an arm around her. “I’m not trying to make this worse. I want to be here for you, but I really think this is dangerous territory.”

“I know, but I can’t avoid her right now. We need to finish this movie.”

Her best friend rubbed gentle circles across her back, a trick she had learned to soothe Gemma back in college.

A knock at the door startled them both. 

Hayley looked to Gemma, bewildered. Gemma was just as confused. The only person she ever had over was Hayley, and she was already there.

Shrugging, Gemma carefully set her wine glass onto the coffee table and moved to answer the door. 


Her stomach bottomed out.

“Hi.” Caitlin’s greeting was soft, a smile playing across her lips.  

Before Gemma could respond, Hayley spoke up over her shoulder, “Oh, hell no!”

“It’s nice to see you too, Hayley,” Caitlin said flatly, her smile fading.

“You aren’t welcome here.” Hayley now stood in the doorway like a guard dog between Caitlin and Gemma.

“Let’s not do this out in the hallway, please.” Gemma waved Caitlin inside. She closed the door and angled herself between Caitlin and Hayley.

“What do you want, Caitlin?” Hayley asked, annoyance flashing across her face.

“Still speaking for Gemma, I see,” Caitlin sniped.

“Still the same bitch, I see,” Hayley quipped back.

“Alright, enough!” Gemma stepped in before any hair pulling began. “Caitlin, why are you here?”

“I wanted to check in and see how you were doing.”

“So now you care about her?” Hayley sneered.


“I’ve always cared about her, Hayley.” Gemma could tell that Caitlin was trying to keep her cool, but it wouldn’t last much longer.

“Bullshit. You’ve only ever cared about yourself. Remind me, where have you been the past ten years?”

“Stop!” Gemma demanded, raising her voice and throwing her hands up between the two of them. “Hay, I appreciate you standing up for me, and you know I love you, but I think Caitlin and I need to talk.”

Gemma watched as Caitlin shot a victory smirk at Hayley, who stuck her tongue out in return.

Hayley stomped out of the apartment, but not before kissing Gemma on the cheek and whispering, “Call me if you need help hiding the body.”

Gemma couldn’t help but blow out a small chuckle. Gemma might be the actress, but Hayley would always be the drama queen.

“Wine?” Gemma offered, filling the silence until Caitlin was ready to explain why she had shown up at Gemma’s door.

“Sure.” Caitlin followed Gemma further into her apartment. “It’s good to see nothing’s changed between you two.”

Gemma grabbed another long-stemmed glass. “She lives next door.”

Caitlin laughed. “Why does that not surprise me?”

Gemma smiled as they made their way over to the couch.

“So, why are you checking in on me?” Gemma asked, feeling off balance from her conversation with Hayley.

Caitlin took a sip of wine before she answered. “I know I said that you can have as much time as you need, and you can, but Gemma… we had sex last week. Don’t you want to talk about it?”

“Nope, I’m fine.” Gemma’s walls were back up, although slightly weaker now than before.

“You sure? I didn’t do anything to make you mad at me, did I?” Caitlin asked, genuinely worried. 

Oh, that’s rich.

“You mean aside from disappearing for nine years?” Gemma snapped, her voice defensive. The air between them felt tangled and uncertain.

“We should…” Caitlin looked out of sorts. “Talk about how that made you feel.”

“You want to know how that made me feel?” Gemma paced the length of the living room, wine sloshing in her glass as tension tightened every breath. “I’m fucking pissed, Caitlin.”

“Gem—”

“No,” she cut Caitlin off, her blood starting to boil. It was her turn to talk. “Do you have any idea how much you hurt me? How many nights I cried myself to sleep, wondering why I wasn’t enough for you? And now I feel like a fucking idiot for falling for it again.”

Caitlin walked over to Gemma and tried to wrap her arms around her.

“Don’t!” Gemma barked, pushing Caitlin away. “I don’t need you to protect me or comfort me, Caitlin. I need to protect myself from you.”

“I’m sorry,” Caitlin spoke softly, looking down at the empty carpet between them. 


Tears pricked behind Gemma’s eyes. “You wanted to know how I feel, so there you go.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke as Gemma’s words hung heavy between them.

“Don’t you want to know how I’m feeling?” Caitlin finally asked.

No.

“Sure, go ahead,” Gemma said instead.

Caitlin’s shoulders fell as she sighed. “When I first saw you at the chemistry read, everything I’ve ever felt for you came rushing back. And then we had sex, and everything became so clear. Gemma, I never stopped—”

“No. Please don’t finish that sentence, Caitlin. It doesn’t matter, it’s never going to happen again. We were feeling vulnerable, and we made a mistake.” Gemma wasn’t sure if she was trying to convince Caitlin or herself of that.

After a long moment, Caitlin asked, “Do you want me to leave?”

Caitlin searched Gemma’s face, waiting for any indication of a response. Not finding one, she stood and headed toward the front door.

Gemma only watched. Her gaze unfocused, unable to bring herself to stop Caitlin from leaving.

As she turned the door handle, Caitlin looked back over her shoulder and said sadly, “Goodnight, Gemma. Eres mi toro.”

Gemma felt like she had just been punched in the gut. Caitlin’s parting words ripped her heart out of her chest. She let herself cry that night, tumbling through the wake of emotions Caitlin had left behind.


TWENTY-ONE

A BROKEN RECORD LOOPED THROUGH Caitlin’s head, every song circling back to Gemma’s scathing accusation.

No, it hadn’t been a mistake.

Caitlin knew what she had felt. No matter what had happened between them ten years ago, being intimate with Gemma again had made her feel complete. Like she had finally come home.

It hadn’t been a mistake.

She didn’t care what Gemma said. Caitlin had only kissed her, she hadn’t pushed. Gemma had been the one to want more, the one who had shoved Caitlin onto the sofa and taken what she wanted. She had seen the look in Gemma’s eyes.

It hadn’t been a mistake.

Starting Monday, Caitlin began to bring Gemma fresh coffee every morning from Bean Up, the café a block down from her hotel. An oat milk latte with two pumps of vanilla.

Every time, Gemma seemed shocked that Caitlin still remembered the exact way she liked her coffee. As if Caitlin had ever been able to forget a single detail about Gemma. She didn’t tell her that she still made her own coffee the same way at home.

Throughout the week, Caitlin would sneak into Gemma’s trailer when she wasn’t around, tucking a Post-it Note or two into places Gemma would discover later. They held tidbits of old inside jokes, earning Caitlin the occasional ambivalent lunch invite.

Caitlin was determined to show Gemma that she wouldn’t give up. She wasn’t going to walk away from her again.

With a late-morning call time that day, Caitlin invited Gemma to join her at Bean Up instead of taking their coffees to go. To her surprise, Gemma agreed. The even greater shock came when Gemma sat down at the small bistro table and casually mentioned that she had skipped her morning coffee with Hayley in order to join Caitlin instead.

As genuinely glad as she was that Gemma still had Hayley after all this time, Caitlin couldn’t deny herself the small, private victory at being chosen.

CAITLIN STOOD IN LINE AT Bean Up by herself on Sunday morning, feeling proud of the progress she had made with Gemma over the past week. She was lost in her thoughts, trying to come up with more ways she could prove herself to her ex, when a voice startled her from behind.

“Just the woman I was looking for.”

“Hayley,” Caitlin said, recognizing the voice before she even turned around. “How’d you find me?”

“Gemma’s my best friend—she tells me everything. And I heard you’ve been coming here every morning.”

Hayley spoke as if it were obvious, as if Caitlin should have already been expecting her.

“I also happen to know that you’re not filming today, and if you’re still the same person that you were in college—” At this, Hayley paused to critically look Caitlin up and down. “I assumed you would sleep in, meaning you would be getting your coffee right around… now.” Hayley finished, right as the barista called Caitlin up to the counter.

Screw real estate, this woman should be in the FBI.

“Well, congrats, here I am.” Caitlin stepped up to the counter, ordering a sugar-free oat milk vanilla latte for herself before turning toward Hayley. “What are you getting?”

Hayley shot her an incredulous look, but then shrugged and ordered a cappuccino on Caitlin’s tab.

As they stood waiting for their drinks, Hayley revealed her reason for tracking Caitlin down.

“I want you to leave Gemma alone,” she said bluntly.

“Hayley, we’re working together, you know that’s not possible.”

“You know that’s not what I mean.” Hayley narrowed her eyes at Caitlin. “Stop leading her on. We both know that you’re just going to disappear to LA again once this movie is over.”

“I’m not...” Caitlin paused, processing Hayley’s words. “Wait, has Gemma been talking about me?”

Hayley rolled her eyes. “Oh, don’t play dumb, Caitlin. Gemma has always had a soft spot for you, but I’m not going to let you destroy her life again.”

“I know you don’t like me,” Caitlin started.

Hayley sneered.

Ignoring her, Caitlin went on. “But I never wanted to hurt Gemma. I loved her more than life itself. I messed up, Hayley, but there’s nothing I can do about that now.”

Hayley just looked at her, unimpressed. But Caitlin needed her to believe her next words.

She held Hayley’s cold gaze and said, “Hayley. Please. If I have even a sliver of a chance left with Gemma, I need to know. I will never walk away from her again.”

“Caitlin!” The barista called out over the noise, setting the two coffees onto the counter and breaking the moment’s tension.

Caitlin moved to grab the drinks, and Hayley spoke up as she accepted the one in Caitlin’s outstretched hand.

“Look. If you hurt her again, God himself will not be able to stop me from making the rest of your life a living hell. Oh—and thanks for the coffee.” Hayley held her cup up in a fake salute before spinning and marching out of the café.

Caitlin closed her eyes and gave her head a slight shake, trying to recenter herself.

If Hayley had felt the need to intervene, that must mean that Gemma was falling for her again. And Caitlin hadn’t imagined the softening she felt around Gemma’s edges lately. It meant she still had a chance.

Caitlin took her coffee outside, savoring the sun’s warmth on her skin as she strolled, determined not to waste a day off in New York City. She wandered through Central Park, taking in the melting pot of people around her. Her eyes were drawn toward two women kissing sweetly on a nearby bench, reminding Caitlin of her own history in this park.

Just as her mind set the scene—a checkered picnic blanket, Gemma’s mouth on hers, a forgotten deck of cards scattered in the grass—Caitlin’s phone began to ring from her shoulder bag.

Scrambling, she fished it out and saw Maddie’s face filling the screen.

“Hey Mads,” Caitlin answered the call.

“Guess who just landed in New York!”

Caitlin had completely forgotten that Maddie and Brad were flying in for the three of them to promote Ticket to Rio together, even though Lara must have reminded her a hundred times that week.

“I cannot wait to see you,” Caitlin said genuinely. Maddie’s arrival could not have come at a better time.

“Same!” Maddie squealed. “Let’s grab drinks later. We have a lot to catch up on before we have to sit through a full day of press tomorrow.”

And that is why, at five o’clock, Caitlin made her way down to the lobby of their shared hotel to find Maddie waiting on the cream sofa. They gave each other a once-over as if it had been years since they had seen each other, not a mere six weeks, before they fell into a tight embrace.

Lara had arranged a car, and the driver dropped them off at Madame George—an intimate, upscale cocktail bar in midtown Manhattan. The place’s interior felt nostalgic and comforting. Caitlin had never been there before, but Lara had suggested it and reserved a private table in the back for them.

Maddie and Caitlin sat facing each other, turned sideways, sharing the same red velvet couch against the wall, so they were close enough to talk without being overheard.

“I need to know everything,” Maddie started, still speaking louder than Caitlin would have preferred, “but can we start with me?”

Without waiting for Caitlin’s answer, Maddie dove right in. Caitlin guessed that she must have been holding something in for a while.

“I’m still seeing Kim, but I don’t know what to do because we fight so much, but the sex is mind-blowing. I’ve broken up with her like five times, but I cave every time she calls.”

“What could you possibly have to fight about?” Caitlin asked, half laughing. “It’s only been like two months.”


Maddie leapt down the rabbit hole, cataloguing every incident between her and Kim. Apparently, they had decided to be exclusive, but Kim flirted openly, and not always with Maddie.

Caitlin ached for her friend, who wanted nothing more than to find her future wife. Maddie was beautiful, successful, and generous at heart. Whoever ended up with her would be lucky to be loved by someone like that.

Their drinks arrived just in time. Picking up her glass, Caitlin leaned forward and said, “Mads, you should definitely end it. Just block her.” It sounded like Kim was only going to get in the way of Maddie finding someone she could truly be happy with.

The women clinked their glasses together, toasting to their reunion, before Caitlin unceremoniously blurted, “I slept with Gemma.”

God, it felt good to get that off her chest.

Maddie nearly did a spit take. “Holy shit. Warn a girl next time. How did that happen? Last we spoke, you two were barely speaking.”

Caitlin told Maddie everything—the tryst in Gemma’s trailer, the way Gemma had reached for her, Gemma’s birthday, her confrontation with Hayley, and everything in between.

“Wow,” was all Maddie could muster.

“Yeah,” Caitlin exhaled, agreeing. She had laid a lot out for Maddie in that one, long-winded moment.

“I know what I felt, Mads. This isn’t just in my head. I miss being with her—not just physically, even though that was incredible. I miss all of it, even the small, ordinary moments. I want to be her number one cheerleader again, the one she comes home to and who holds her when she needs to be comforted.”

Maddie just stared at her for a brief minute. “I’ve never seen you light up like this for someone before. So, what now? What about Michelle? Are you two still talking?”

Fuck.

Caitlin had been so focused on Gemma lately that she had kind of forgotten about Michelle. It hadn’t been one-sided, though. They had both been distant, although Caitlin suspected that she had probably allowed too many texts to go unanswered. Michelle didn’t deserve to be strung along, so Caitlin would need to have that conversation as soon as possible.

“I honestly don’t know what to do about Gemma. I’m doing my best to just keep showing up and let her set the pace.” Caitlin sighed. “As for Michelle, well, we haven’t spoken much lately. We said we’d wait and see what happens once I’m back in LA, but I still owe her a call.”

Maddie nodded, taking it all in. “What do you want from all this?”

Caitlin ran through the last fourteen years in her head—the flutter in her stomach whenever Gemma was near, the electric surge whenever they touched, and the way Gemma looked at her, even now, like she might still love her.

“I want her.” Caitlin didn’t flinch.

Maddie intently held her gaze. “If that’s how you feel, then you have to go after her.”

Caitlin drew the glass to her lips and stared at the rim, lost in thought.

“I’m not sure that it matters what I want, though,” she admitted. “I really messed up, and I don’t think Gemma’s going to give me another chance.”

Caitlin looked up at Maddie just in time to see her eyes focus on something, or someone, over her shoulder.

“I know that look.” Caitlin gave her friend a coy smile.

“God, look at those curves. Whew, she’s stunning.” Maddie’s eyes widened as she stared toward the bar. “Short black hair, gray pencil skirt, on your six o’clock.” Maddie directed Caitlin.

Caitlin shifted to see the woman in question, abruptly whipping back around to Maddie, her heart racing.

“Do you know her?” Maddie asked, reading the expression on Caitlin’s face.

“That’s Hayley, Gemma’s best friend,” Caitlin whispered. “And—shit.”

“What’s wrong?” Nervous, Maddie leaned forward.

“And that’s Gemma.”

Maddie looked again, squinting. “How can you tell from behind?”

Caitlin gave her friend a flat look.

“Okay, okay. I will not question your knowledge of Gemma’s ass again.” Maddie held up her hands in defense. “Should we ask them to join us?”

“No,” Caitlin snapped.

There were over two thousand bars in New York City, yet Caitlin couldn’t seem to muster any shock at the fact that Gemma had chosen the same one on the same night.

“Well, I don’t know if you have a choice because they’re headed this way.”

Before Caitlin could respond, Maddie mouthed Sorry, rose, and approached the two women. 

“Hey,” Maddie said from a few feet away, pulling her signature move. “My friend and I are having drinks right over there. Would you two like to join us?”

Caitlin tried to hide her face as she listened to the interaction.

Within moments, Maddie was back in her seat, and Caitlin could tell that they were no longer alone. She looked up to find Gemma and Hayley now occupying the plush forest green chairs on the other side of the square table.

Gemma’s gaze landed on her, her whole face softening into a surprised, genuine smile.

“Hey,” Caitlin and Gemma breathed in unison, as if they were the only two in the room.

The sound of Maddie clearing her throat brought Caitlin back to her surroundings.

“Hey Gemma. I’m Maddie. I’ve heard so much about you.” 

Caitlin kicked her best friend in the shin under the table.

“I’m not sure if that’s a good or bad thing, but it’s nice to meet you.” Gemma laughed softly, reaching out to shake Maddie’s hand. 

“Hi Hayley,” Caitlin managed, smiling tightly. She wondered whether Gemma knew that Hayley had hunted her down that morning.

“Caitlin.”

Well, that was better than their last few interactions.

“Hayley, this is Maddie,” Caitlin hesitantly made the introduction, waiting for something to go terribly wrong.

“It’s so nice to meet you,” Maddie said earnestly. She hadn’t looked away from Hayley since they had sat down. “I noticed you, over by the bar… you’re stunning. Truly.”

Gemma and Caitlin shared a wide-eyed glance across the table, then turned to see Hayley’s face turn light pink.

Caitlin wasn’t sure if she had ever seen Hayley blush before. Hayley was always so put together, carefully composed, and never gave anything away unless she chose to.

“So.” Gemma took a sip from her drink. “Are you two—?” Gemma pointed between Maddie and her.

“She wishes.” Caitlin chuckled.

“Only in her dreams,” Maddie sang.

Gemma and Caitlin laughed, but Hayley wasn’t amused.

“Juice Wrld? Really?” Caitlin asked.

“Hey, watch your tone. ‘Jeffrey’ is a great song.”

Gemma smiled at their easy banter and raised an eyebrow at Caitlin, asking a wordless question.

“Maddie’s been my closest friend ever since I moved to LA. Our agent introduced us,” Caitlin offered in explanation.

“Damn, it’s been almost ten years now?” Maddie commented.

Caitlin stiffened. Across from her, Gemma mirrored the movement.

Not noticing the sudden discomfort, Maddie went on. “Yeah, you moved in with me in June. No wait, it was May.”

Caitlin watched as Gemma’s hand gripped her glass tighter. Beside her, Hayley’s jaw tightened. They didn’t say anything, but they didn’t need to. Caitlin knew that they were calculating the timeline and connecting the dots.

Hayley scoffed into her drink, and Caitlin couldn’t tell if she was trying to hide her judgment or call attention to it.

“Do you have something you’d like to add?” Maddie asked Hayley, finally reading Caitlin’s unease.

Caitlin wondered if she should intervene. A faceoff between those two would end poorly for everyone. They were both viciously loyal, and Caitlin knew that Maddie would defend her just as fiercely as Hayley defended Gemma.

“So, you’re an actress too, huh?” Hayley looked at Maddie.

“I am. Is there something wrong with that?” Maddie stood her ground.

“Nope, Caitlin just seems to have a type.” Hayley’s voice was laced with implication.

“You don’t know anything about me,” Maddie retorted.

Caitlin and Gemma could only sit and watch as the two traded jabs, helpless to stop the fight from escalating.

“I’ve already learned enough,” Hayley muttered.


The tension at the table was severed by an oblivious young waiter. “Can I get anyone another drink?”

All four responded with the same urgent yes.

“Scotch on the rocks, please,” Gemma spoke first, “with a twist.”

Caitlin eyed Gemma. “You hate scotch.”

“Maybe I used to.”

Caitlin doubled the order and watched the server disappear. 

When Gemma excused herself, Caitlin stood moments after, not far behind. She walked into the bathroom and met Gemma’s eyes in the mirror. Gemma had both hands planted on the black-and-white marble as she leaned over the sink.

“Caitlin, you don’t need to check up on me.”

“I know I don’t, but I wanted to.” A look passed between them, broken when Caitlin crossed to the counter and faced her.

Gemma turned, pressing her hip against the edge of the surface. “It’s weird—our worlds colliding like this.”

“Yeah, a little. But I’m happy you’re here. It was a nice surprise to see you tonight.”

You have to go after her.

“I miss you, Gemma. It could be like this again, you know.”

Gemma let out a dry laugh. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with that.”

Caitlin stared into Gemma’s golden-brown eyes. “Tell me you feel the same way. Tell me you felt what I did that day in your trailer.”

“I can’t, Caitlin.”

“Why? Why can’t you, Gemma?” Caitlin pressed.

Gemma slid her fingers into Caitlin’s, interlacing them together. “Do you want to know why I drink scotch now?”

“Why?” Caitlin leaned closer, confused by the sudden change in Gemma’s demeanor.

“Because it reminded me of you.”

Time seemed to slow around Caitlin.

Gemma’s eyes begged her to understand. “I was spiraling, grasping for anything that could make me feel like you were still here. I couldn’t bear losing you, Caitlin. I kept remembering your kiss—the scotch on your lips, the tang on your breath—so I started drinking it too, just to taste you again. I guess I never learned to stop.”

Too many questions bombarded Caitlin at once. How was she intended to interpret that? Was Gemma telling her that she still has feelings, too? Gemma looked sincere, so why was she putting up so many walls?  

Before Caitlin could choose a question, Gemma sighed. “Come on. Let’s get back and make sure those two haven’t killed each other.”

“Maybe they’re already making out. I’m not sure what that energy was back there,” Caitlin joked half-heartedly. When Gemma didn’t reply, she said, “Go ahead, I’ll meet you out there in a minute.”

Gemma hesitated but then left.

Not seconds after, tears broke free, hot and sudden. Caitlin began to shake with sobs, shame erupting into molten streams that flowed down her face and washed away her perfect mask of makeup. She cried for the years she had lost to time and distance, for the pain that she had single-handedly caused, and for the worst decision of her life.

Caitlin had never allowed herself to break open like that. She feared what would happen—the safe pieces of excuses would fall away, and she would have to face the truth that she had ruined the most important relationship of her life, potentially forever.

After a few minutes, Caitlin leveled her breathing, blew her nose, and dabbed her face with a cloth from the sink. She didn’t have anything to fix her makeup, but she doubted it would have made a difference. Everyone out there would be able to see through it.

When Caitlin returned to the table, the other three women seemed to be talking easily. It was a small win, but she would take it.

The trio looked up at her arrival, forcing smiles as they saw through her own. Caitlin leaned back against the couch as Maddie slid closer, reaching for her hand. They didn’t need to exchange words for Caitlin to feel comforted by her presence.

Self-conscious and eager to move on, Caitlin teased, “Glad to see you two have kissed and made up.” She let out a breathy laugh and looked between Hayley and Maddie, trying to shift the focus.

Maddie and Hayley snorted while Gemma managed a small, awkward smile.

“Should we have another round, or call it a night?” Maddie asked the table, though Caitlin knew the question was really for her.

“One more round,” Caitlin answered, and they all agreed.

After four new glasses arrived, the conversation stayed light, and the evening smoothed into a pleasant blur.

“Thanks for the drinks, Caitlin. You didn’t have to pick up the bill.” Hayley’s voice held an edge of true uneasiness.

“You’re welcome. I wanted to.” She meant it.

Outside, Gemma crossed the small stretch of sidewalk and hugged Caitlin. “Thank you. I’ll see you at work, okay? Get back safe.”

They all said goodnight, paired off, and headed in opposite directions.

Maddie slid an arm around Caitlin’s waist and said gently, “Let’s get you out of here.”

Caitlin rested her head on Maddie’s shoulder as they drove back to their hotel.

Once they had reached their floor, Maddie pulled Caitlin to a stop. “Before you leave, can we talk about Hayley for a second? She’s got this sexy, mean-girl thing going on, don’t you think? It’s hot.”

Caitlin laughed and nudged Maddie toward her own suite door. “Goodnight, Mads.” 

“Night. Call me if you need anything. Oh, and send me Hayley’s number—please?” Maddie called after her as Caitlin turned down the hallway.

FIVE O’CLOCK CAME EARLY THE next morning, and Caitlin was hardly awake for her call time with Maddie and Brad for Good Morning America. The segment moved steadily as the three spoke about Ticket to Rio’s upcoming release, answering audience questions and sharing official behind-the-scenes footage.

After grabbing a quick bite, they were transported to SoHo for the filming of their next promotional episode of Watch What Happens Live. Which went about as smoothly as Caitlin had expected. 


They had started with a similar interview to the last, discussing release dates and another look at the sneak peek footage.

Caitlin had learned to sidestep the most common question—“Tell us, Caitlin, why did you break up with poor Brad?”—with a well-rehearsed line about creative differences.

Never satisfied, the host and fans pressed on, and the interview began to feel like an interrogation.

The follow-up question pointed out the impressive on-screen chemistry between Caitlin and Brad, asking if Caitlin had ever been that fiercely in love in real life, allowing her to channel the emotion so easily.

Caitlin surprised herself by answering more honestly than she typically would. “I have, actually. I still am, to be quite frank,” she said steadily. “I think that I ruined my chance there, but I still picture her in every scene.”

Her.

The truth had come out so freely, and Caitlin was feeling too jaded to fight it. While never specifically hiding her sexuality, Caitlin had always done her best to avoid highlighting it. She wanted to be known for her talent, not who she took to bed. But suddenly, she couldn’t care less.

Tucked under the sheets that night, yet unable to sleep, Caitlin was surprised to see Michelle’s name pop up on her phone as it rang quietly.

“Hey Michelle.”

It must have been almost midnight in LA, and aside from a few texts, she hadn’t spoken to Michelle in nearly three weeks.

“Hi,” Michelle stated, devoid of emotion.

“I’ve been meaning to call you. I’m sorry I haven’t reached out sooner. How have you been?”

“I’ve been okay.” Michelle sounded distant. “I hope I’m not interrupting you. I know it’s late there, but I wanted to talk.”

“No, you’re not.” Caitlin could guess where the conversation was headed. “Is everything alright?”

“Not really… Look, I don’t know if I even have a place to say anything, but I like you, Caitlin, and I really thought we’d have a chance to see where this goes when you’re finished in New York.” Michelle paused, taking a deep breath. “I saw Watch What Happens Live.”

Shit. 

She hadn’t even considered that Michelle might watch it.

“You were talking about her, weren’t you? Your ex—Gemma?”

Caitlin’s silence served as an answer while she tried to come up with her next words.

“I’m sorry, Michelle. These feelings have been a recent shock to me, too, but I still should have told you sooner.” Caitlin felt a pang of guilt for the way Michelle had gotten caught in the middle of her mess.

After another prolonged silence, Caitlin pulled her phone away from her ear to make sure the call was still connected.

“Well, I appreciate your honesty,” Michelle said finally. “I hope it all works out. I really do.”

A long exhale escaped Caitlin’s lips as she stared at the ceiling in the dark room, heavy-lidded from the long day… Who was she kidding? Long months.  


TWENTY-TWO

Fall Semester, Senior Year of High School

GEMMA WAS IN PURE BLISS. Almost an entire year had passed since she and Caitlin had become official. The two had recently begun planning their futures together at The University of Pennsylvania as they entered their final year of high school. They had applied for early acceptance to the university, but it would still be a few more weeks before the girls could expect the letters that would reveal their fates.

Gemma couldn’t tell which one of them was more nervous. If they didn’t get into the same school, would they find another college to attend together, or would they be forced into long-distance? Gemma worried that being apart would put a strain on their new relationship.

Fall had brought cooler weather than usual. Leaves were bursting with flashes of yellow, red, and orange as the town readied itself for the Harvest Fall Festival.

The year before, when Caitlin and Gemma first started dating, Caitlin had taken her to the festival and won her a tiny blue teddy bear that now sat on Gemma’s bed. This year, the event felt charged with a bittersweet urgency. It would be the last one they shared before college threw them into the unknown. Gemma was hoping to tuck one more perfect evening into their memories.

First things first, however. It was Friday, which meant that the festival would have to wait until Saturday. Friday nights were for football.

Gemma was a religious attendee of Westmore’s varsity games—even though she couldn’t name a single boy on the team. She was there to cheer for her girlfriend, soaking up the fierce joy of watching Caitlin lead the squad through four packed quarters.

Darbie nudged Gemma with her elbow from her spot beside her on the cold metal bleachers. “You haven’t looked away since we got here.”

“I can’t help it. Have you seen my girlfriend?” Watching the bounce of Caitlin’s copper ponytail, Gemma knew she had never stood a chance.

“You’ve got it bad.”

Gemma smiled, denying nothing.

When halftime came, Gemma went to get peanuts from the snack stand while Darbie saved her seat. Pushing through the crowd, she felt a hand wrap around her forearm and tug, almost knocking Gemma off her feet. She steadied herself and let the pull lead her away from the herd.

“This is a surprise. I never get to see you during a game.” She was under the bleachers now, alone with a pair of twinkling blue eyes.

“I couldn’t stay away any longer.” Caitlin slipped her arms under Gemma’s jacket, wrapping them around her waist. “I love when you wear my shirt.” Her lilac cheerleading T-shirt clung to Gemma’s body the way Caitlin herself currently did.

Gemma sank into her embrace. “I’ve missed you.”

Caitlin touched her forehead to Gemma’s. “Wanna come home with me tonight?” She sealed the question with a kiss, her lips lingering against Gemma’s skin.

“I’d go anywhere with you.” She meant it. Gemma would do anything for Caitlin after a kiss that soft.

Caitlin knew it too, flashing Gemma a playful grin.

Gemma hummed as Caitlin tugged her bottom lip. “Don’t start something you can’t finish.”

“Tonight,” Caitlin promised before they stepped back into the chaos of students and families, sparklers crackling through the air. 

“Where’re my peanuts?” Darbie called when Gemma returned empty-handed.

Gemma shrugged, looking guilty yet totally unapologetic.

The crowd roared to life as the two teams ran back onto the field. Gemma kept glancing at the clock, begging for the second half to go quickly.

At last, Gemma lay curled in Caitlin’s bed, cradling her girlfriend in her arms. Westmore had won the game, making the playoffs, but it wouldn’t have mattered to them either way. The stadium lights and cheers now felt far away as Gemma’s world narrowed to this moment.

“I love you so much, babe.” Gemma kissed the top of Caitlin’s head as she rested upon her chest. “I can’t wait to do this every night for the rest of our lives—starting with UPenn.”

Caitlin murmured in agreement and gave Gemma a squeeze.

Gemma hoped she hadn’t jinxed it.

THE NEXT MORNING, CAITLIN APPEARED on the sidelines of Gemma’s soccer game like clockwork. Gemma was proud to have the captain of the cheerleaders there, rooting only for her. Since they had started dating, Caitlin had never missed a single game, home or away.

Caitlin’s presence came with risks—Gemma’s focus kept shifting, away from the game and towards the stands, hunting for a glint of sunlight on auburn hair.

More than once, her coach had to shout, “Quinn! Get your head in the game,” causing Gemma’s cheeks to flush with embarrassment.

They secured the win that day, and when Caitlin ran up afterward and leapt into her arms, Gemma felt like she’d won far more than just a soccer match.  

Later that evening, she arrived at Caitlin’s for the festival, her heart kicking against her ribs as her girlfriend answered the door. Golden-hour sunlight caught the strands of copper in Caitlin’s hair, a fiery halo that had been twisted into a braid. She looked ethereal, standing before Gemma in a cropped V-neck sweater and low-rise jeans.

Flustered, Gemma didn’t know where to land her eyes.

Caitlin cleared her throat. “See something you like?” She asked, a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth.

“Everything,” Gemma admitted, blushing after being caught. It was hardly the first time Caitlin had caught Gemma’s gaze roaming, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last.

Caitlin’s grin widened as she observed Gemma in return. “You look amazing, Squish. We must be the hottest couple in the tristate area.” Caitlin’s eyes scanned over the puffer vest and flannel, half-unbuttoned at Gemma’s chest and tucked into the front of her jeans.

“What’s that?” Caitlin asked, pointing to the object in Gemma’s hand.

“Oh,” Gemma said suddenly self-conscious. “I have something for you.” She carried the gift through the doorway and laid it flat on the kitchen table. 

Caitlin ripped the brown paper off, eager to see what Gemma had given her.

“Do you hate it?” Gemma asked with concern when Caitlin had no response.

“What? No!” She insisted, seeming to look for the right words. “I’m just… you made this for me?” Caitlin’s voice was shaky.

“Yeah,” Gemma said shyly. “I thought maybe we could hang it in our dorm next year. Unless you don’t want to.”

“No! I do. Gem…”

Gemma held her breath while Caitlin examined the gift—a large, framed collage. Notes with softened corners, sun-faded polaroids, ticket stubs, and a few candy wrappers were carefully tucked inside, all souvenirs from their first year together.

“It’s amazing, Squish. I can’t believe you kept all this stuff.”

Gemma blushed. “I keep everything of ours. I thought maybe we could continue adding to it.”

Caitlin carefully laid the frame back down onto the table and wrapped her arms tightly around Gemma’s neck.

“Thank you so much, that’s the best gift anyone has ever given me.” Caitlin kissed Gemma deeply, long enough for Gemma to become breathless. Every hour she had spent crafting the collage was worth it for that moment alone.

They arrived at the Harvest Festival that evening, hands entwined as they slipped into the warm chaos of lights and laughter. They collected a small group of friends as they walked, stopping to play every silly carnival game and to sample each freshly roasted pecan and caramel apple. They even rode the questionable Ferris wheel, laughing and sketching out their future together—assuming they survived the rickety carousel.

Whenever they thought no one was watching, Gemma and Caitlin would slip behind a stand of trees and steal a kiss as the season’s final leaves drifted down around them. Their friends would pull them apart with exaggerated groans, teasing them for being inseparable. Even then, Gemma would find Cailtin’s eyes and grin in silent victory.

The festival glowed with sugar and string lights, an image that Gemma knew she’d carry with her forever. Little did she know, her favorite memory of the night had yet to come.

“Where are you taking me?” Gemma asked as Caitlin gently tugged her out of the dying crowd and toward the car.

“You’ll see.”

A short drive later, Caitlin eased into an empty lot just outside of town and parked the car in the darkest corner, away from the streetlights.

“Put your seat all the way back,” Caitlin instructed.

The two girls lay flat on their backs, shoes kicked off, feet propped on the dashboard, and the sunroof open above them. With their fingers intertwined, they stared up at a sky freckled with a million tiny stars.

The hush that fell over them felt sacred. Gemma breathed it all in. The crisp night air, the warmth of Caitlin’s hand, and the ache of realization that she never wanted to live without her.

Growing up as a military brat, Gemma had never understood the feeling of home, had never felt that steady confidence that she belonged somewhere—until now. Her home was the brave, loving girl in the driver’s seat. Gemma would follow Caitlin to the ends of the earth if she asked her to.




SENIOR YEAR MELTED INTO MEMORY, each week folding into the next until suddenly, high school was almost behind them. Over winter break, Gemma and Caitlin had both been accepted into The University of Pennsylvania. Without hesitation, they had completed and submitted the housing forms to be roommates for the following year. Gemma felt limitless as she and Caitlin created their own future, a mix of giddy relief and nervous excitement. Still, there was one last big event on the calendar to look forward to before she put Westmore in her rearview mirror. 

It was a sunny April morning when Gemma arrived at Caitlin’s house early, waiting on the curb with the most enormous bouquet she could afford. A colorful mix of roses, tulips, daffodils, and peonies spilled out of the brown paper. After a year of binging rom-coms together, Gemma knew that her girl was a sucker for a grand gesture.  


When Caitlin stepped out, the surprise and delight on her face were impossible to miss. She practically skipped down the driveway to where Gemma leaned against her car, eyes bright and hands already reaching for the flowers.

“What did I do to deserve this?” Caitlin asked, folding herself into Gemma’s arms and stealing a smell of the soft-pink, white, and pale-yellow blooms. “Flowers and a morning kiss before school. Tell me quick, so I can keep doing whatever it is.”

“You deserve all of this and more simply for being you.” Gemma handed the bouquet to Caitlin. “These are for you, my perfect, beautiful girlfriend. But there is one question I need to ask you.”

Caitlin’s brow lifted as Gemma took her hand and led her around the side of the car. 

Caitlin squealed at the chalked message on the rear windshield.

“Will you be my date to prom?” Gemma repeated, voicing the question aloud.

Caitlin’s cheeks met her eyes with a wide smile as she bounced up and down on her toes.

“There’s no one else I’d ever go with.” She laid her lips against Gemma’s, quick but full of promise.

Caitlin’s happiness flooded Gemma with a rush of warmth, a high that she knew she would chase for the rest of her life. Every time she thought that she could not possibly fall any deeper, she would find herself tumbling again, more head-over-heels than before.

The last three years had been a mosaic of young love, including everything from heartache to the promise of forever. As high school drew to a close and the reality of starting over, in yet another new city, sank in, Gemma knew that her next move would feel different. New Hope and Westmore High School would be more than another backdrop in the story of her life—it was the birthplace of love itself.

And just like that, it was over. 

They had danced and laughed their way through prom and late into the night in stunning coordination—Caitlin in a royal blue gown and Gemma in a fitted blue suit, a matching deep, vividly shaded vest peaking from underneath the jacket. Gemma’s favorite moment of the night came when Caitlin drew her close for a slow dance. Their bodies had melded together seamlessly, taking turns resting their heads on the other’s shoulder as they swayed. The moment had both passed in a heartbeat and stretched for a lifetime. Gemma had watched it all, as if from a far-off version of herself, savoring one of the last beautiful nights of youth.

They stepped across the graduation stage as names rolled like a gentle, driving drumbeat through the auditorium. Caitlin leapt to her feet when Gemma’s name was echoed, whistling and cheering as Gemma posed for a photo of the diploma settling into her hand.

A few minutes after, Caitlin's name rang out, Gemma returned the favor, clapping so hard that her palms stung as she watched her love stride across the stage. Gemma beamed with pride as Caitlin threw her arms wide into the air, the whole cheer squad chanting for their captain.

They left the ceremony and high school behind, holding tight to that shared moment—a shining thread that promised to connect them through whatever came next.


TWENTY-THREE

FORBIDDEN LOVE’S FILMING WAS MORE than halfway finished, and Caitlin had begun to dread the inevitable end. Ever since she and Gemma had found their rhythm, filming had flown by. Each scene required fewer and fewer takes as their chemistry unfurled. It was exactly what Caitlin had hoped for in the beginning, yet now a quiet panic had settled on her chest. She didn’t want it to end at all, afraid of what that finality would mean for her and Gemma.

After their conversation in Madame George’s bathroom, Caitlin had delicately tried to address their relationship multiple times, but Gemma would always nimbly steer the conversation away. On her last attempt, Gemma had shut down completely, refusing to acknowledge either the past or present, using the argument as an excuse to put distance between them. They had returned to only seeing each other at work, polite and careful, the closeness they recently shared reduced to guarded exchanges. Still, Caitlin refused to accept that there was nothing left between them.

Later that night, walking along the Hudson River, Caitlin looked up to see a single bright star arching across the dark sky. She made the same wish she had once formulated as a teen, hoping for another second chance.

Sitting in her suite and studying lines for the next day, Caitlin wrestled with how best to deliver each gut-wrenching moment.

The scene opened with Kate attending Sarah’s Broadway debut, undeterred by her husband’s threats to stay away. There was no way she would miss it. Kate arrived at the theater with a large bouquet of red roses and sat in the audience, utterly captivated by Sarah’s performance. Eager to congratulate her, Kate weaved her way through the crowded backstage until she found Sarah.

“I didn’t think you’d make it.” Sarah beamed.

“And miss your big night?” Kate kissed her cheek as she handed over the flowers.

“These are so beautiful, thank you.”

“Congratulations, sweetheart. I’m sorry, I must run, but you were tremendous, and I am so proud of you.”

Sarah’s sadness was evident, but Kate left, desperate to make it home before her husband returned from a business dinner. When she walked past his study, she discovered her husband home early and more furiously drunk than she had ever seen. The moment she crossed the threshold, the abuse began. Between each hateful word, his fist connected with her body, saliva flying from his mouth. By the time it was over, she lay curled on the floor, bruised and sobbing, tears soaking the carpet. The scene made Caitlin feel nauseous.

Years earlier, a friend had knocked on Caitlin’s door, failing to hide bruises of her own. Caitlin had done what she could, giving her friend a safe place to stay and holding her hand throughout the hours of police reports.

Her friend hadn’t deserved it—no one ever did, and no one ever would. Caitlin felt like the world still wasn’t speaking loudly enough about the violence that hides behind closed doors.

Caitlin wanted to portray Kate’s strength, even as she crumpled beneath her husband’s rage. She didn’t want Kate to look fragile. Caitlin wanted survivors across the world to watch a woman reclaim her power.

A knock at her door snapped Caitlin back into her hotel suite. 

The clock on the nightstand read almost midnight. Startled, she crept to the peephole. Her heart leapt as she fumbled to unlock the deadbolt and chain.

“Gemma. What are you doing here?” Caitlin stood half behind the door, suddenly aware she wore only an oversized top over Skims boxers. 

“Sorry, I know it’s late. I was reading the lineup for tomorrow and saw Kate’s scene. It’s pretty rough. I guess I just wanted to come see how you were feeling about it.”

Caitlin paused. “Do you want to come in?”

Gemma smiled hesitantly, and Cailtin opened the door further.

“I was wondering where that had disappeared to,” Gemma said, nodding at Caitlin’s sweatshirt.

Caitlin flushed pink. She had forgotten she was wearing Gemma’s faded mint green UPenn crewneck. She crossed to the couch to steady herself.

“You kept that all these years?” Gemma asked, perched on the far end of the sofa. 

“Of course.” Caitlin could feel her face getting hotter. She could only assume her cheeks matched her hair by now. “It’s my favorite sweatshirt.” 

“I felt like I had stepped back through time when you opened the door.”

“It’s my go-to for a little extra comfort. Wearing it felt like… like your arms were wrapped around me. Like you were holding me. I know that probably sounds pathetic.” Caitlin lifted her legs and squeezed her knees to her chest. “I guess it still makes me feel safe.”

“It’s not pathetic...” Gemma wavered, seeming to debate her next words. “I actually wore your old cheerleading T-shirt the other day.”

They sat in silence for a moment, absorbing the implication.

“Can I be honest?” Gemma asked.

“Always.”

“I didn’t come here because of the scene. I saw you on Watch What Happens Live. Did you mean what you said?”

Caitlin was surprised by the question, but she answered without hesitation. “I did. There’s never been anyone but you, Gemma.”

Caitlin couldn’t read Gemma’s expression.

“I don’t really know why I’m here,” Gemma admitted, eyes down. “I heard you on the show, and the next thing I knew, I was in a taxi. I’m sorry for showing up like this.”

“Gemma, you never have to apologize for your presence. You’ll always be welcome here.”

Gemma finally met Caitlin’s eyes. “You said my sweatshirt makes you feel safe. Are you okay?”

Caitlin recognized Gemma’s familiar sidestep when she wanted a change in topic. She wished she could hear everything that Gemma was thinking, but she didn’t want to press too hard.

“I’m struggling a little, to be honest.” Caitlin sighed. “Tomorrow’s scene actually is kind of personal to me. A friend of mine went through this with her husband. It was absolute hell for her and her kids.” 

Gemma moved closer and tucked her legs up onto the couch, ready to listen.

“When she first came to me, I was furious. I wanted to fight for her, but I had to let her choose her moment. The second she called and asked for my help to leave, I sent my security team to get her and the kids out and into my house until the divorce was finalized. Since then, I’ve been working with an organization that gives other domestic violence survivors a safe place to get help.”

“Caitlin,” Gemma said gently.

“It’s the reason why this scene is so tough for me to nail. I want to honor and empower other survivors that might be watching.”

“I’m glad she had you to turn to.” Gemma placed a hand on Caitlin’s forearm. “The situation sounds awful, but what you did for her was incredible. Keep your head up—in the scene, I mean. Don’t let your face fall. Most importantly, don’t let Kate look ashamed.”

Caitlin nodded, picturing how the scene would unfold. “Thanks for that. I’m glad you stopped by, no matter the reason.”

“Happy to help.”

They didn’t move from their spots on the couch. It seemed neither wanted the night to end.

“Do you want your sweatshirt back?” Caitlin asked, trying to keep Gemma there a bit longer.

“No, you keep it. It looks better on you.” Gemma’s fingers uncoiled from her arm, and Caitlin felt the sudden absence of warmth. “I am surprised you got the smell out of it, though.”

Caitlin remembered that night like it was yesterday. They had gone to their first college Greek Life party for incoming freshmen and drank more than either of them ever had up until that point.

Back in their dorm room, they had fallen into sloppy, drunken sex, and Gemma’s crewneck—the one currently on Caitlin—had been tossed onto the floor. They had laughed through messy kisses, and Caitlin remembered it feeling wild and perfect. The next morning, however, Caitlin had woken up and vomited directly onto the sweatshirt.

“I had to wash it like ten times.” Caitlin laughed. “This sweatshirt could tell a lot of stories.”

Caitlin had practically lived in that crewneck throughout college and could recall dozens of times Gemma had ripped it off her in the heat of passion. 

Years of silence had passed since the breakup, and the crewneck became a forgotten memory buried in the back of her drawer. But the moment she put the familiar fabric back on, the feeling was instantaneous, the soft embrace of a home she thought she’d lost.

“It definitely could,” Gemma agreed. 


“I genuinely never stopped thinking about you, Gemma.” Caitlin had committed to total honesty.

When she saw the flicker in Gemma’s eyes, Caitlin slowly crossed the small space and intertwined their fingers together. Gemma hadn’t pulled away, causing her chest to tighten. It felt shockingly normal to be with Gemma again, to touch and breathe the same air.

“I should probably go,” Gemma softly spoke, starting to stand up and pull away.

“Stay.” Caitlin held on fiercely before Gemma could walk away. 


Gemma hesitated, then, without a sound, led Caitlin toward the bedroom. They slid under the sheets together, Caitlin keeping a respectful distance in the king-sized bed. She didn’t want to push Gemma’s boundaries. Caitlin lay on her back, feeling Gemma shift until her body pressed against Caitlin’s side.

She turned toward Gemma, delicately draping her arm over Gemma’s waist, holding her from behind. “Is this okay?”

“Yes,” Gemma whispered into the dark, snuggling back into Caitlin.

Caitlin couldn’t fathom how they ended up there, but for the first time since she was nineteen, she felt like everything would be okay. Letting out a sigh of contentment, Caitlin drifted to sleep with Gemma in her arms.

THE NEXT MORNING, CAITLIN WOKE feeling like she hadn’t slept that deeply in ages. But when she opened her eyes, the space beside her was empty. Had she dreamt that Gemma had stayed over?

As Caitlin set her feet onto the floor to start the day, she noticed a piece of monogrammed hotel paper on her nightstand.

You’re going to crush it today. I’ll see you at work, mi capitana. – G

Caitlin pressed the note to her heart. It may have been a simple gesture, but it felt monumental. It was the first note she’d received from Gemma since college, and she clung to it like a beacon.

With Gemma, Caitlin had always turned to handwritten notes when speaking her feelings out loud had felt impossible. In high school, paper had given her courage when her voice had faltered, letting her say the things she couldn’t trust herself to say face-to-face. Seeing the carefree scrawl of Gemma’s words again now gave Caitlin a whisper of hope that she might yet be forgiven.

Caitlin knew better than anyone the power that letters could wield, both healing and cutting deep. She remembered the letter she had written to Gemma ten years ago, hasty and reckless—and the destruction it had left in its wake.


TWENTY-FOUR

Fall Semester, Sophomore Year of College

THEIR FRESHMAN YEAR AT UPENN came and went in the blink of an eye. Living in a dorm with Gemma had felt like their first glimpse at a real life together, navigating everything from all-night homework dates to wild weekends as a couple. The two had quickly found a balance between study and mischief, soaking up every moment of their newfound independence together.

Caitlin loved Gemma with a fierceness that felt like fate. But as they each dove deeper into their classes, a cold worry began to spread through her for the first time, wondering if their shared dream of acting might actually end up dividing them. The idea of competing for auditions and agents or worse, of spending entire seasons apart, had settled on her heart and refused to leave. She had begun to avoid picturing the roadmap of their futures now—too many routes didn’t lead back to each other. Caitlin had done her best to keep her fears to herself, hoping that time would prove her wrong.

SOPHOMORE YEAR WAS HARDER TO hold together. Caitlin and Gemma had moved off campus into a two-bedroom apartment with Hayley and another friend from the business school, making stolen moments scarce.

As a student athlete, Gemma’s shoulders hunched under the pressure of maintaining her grades while Caitlin chased the full college experience—always saying yes to new people and places, or a night out. Caitlin called it networking. Gemma called it a distraction.

Tension began to pool in small silences, occasionally flaring into arguments. Neither knew how to bridge the gap that had opened between them.

By the end of their second semester, Caitlin was unraveling. Unlike those around her, the knots in her stomach had nothing to do with the arrival of finals week. Each time Gemma promised they would mend their relationship over the upcoming summer, a band of panic had tightened around Caitlin’s ribs. She had been keeping a secret, one that chewed her from the inside. The thought of speaking it terrified her, but she was running out of time.

Mentally exhausted from her first final exam, Cailtin returned to their apartment and found Gemma studying at her desk. 

“Hi cutie,” Gemma greeted her, standing to wrap her arms around Caitlin. “How was the exam?”

Caitlin kissed Gemma’s forehead and slipped her arms around her waist. “It was fine. I was a little distracted,” she said, letting herself sag into the embrace. She breathed Gemma in, steeling herself.

“What’s going on?” Gemma asked, gently pulling Caitlin toward their bed. 

Caitlin wasn’t ready, not at all, but the clock on her cowardice had run out. They’d be packing to go back to New Hope soon, and Gemma deserved her honesty.

She settled onto their quilted bedspread beside Gemma, tracing the stitching absentmindedly. “You remember that trip I took to LA, right before spring break?”

“Yeah?” Gemma replied tentatively, like she was bracing herself.

“Well, I did visit some friends, but there was another reason I went.”

“Is there someone else?” Gemma asked, the color draining from her face.

“No! No,” Caitlin rushed, cupping Gemma’s cheeks and giving her a soft kiss. “Oh my God, no. Of course not.”

Gemma’s walnut eyes searched her own for answers, her eyebrows threaded together in concern.

“I had an audition for a movie.”

“That’s great, babe! Why didn’t you tell me?” Gemma lit up at the news, making Caitlin feel both seen and foolish. Gemma seemed so impossibly proud of her that Caitlin felt dirty for keeping the information to herself.

“I didn’t want to jinx it.” Her voice was small. “I knew it was a long shot—I mean, I’m nobody. I just thought it’d be good practice.” Caitlin looked up at Gemma, needing her to understand. “But I got the call last week. I got the part, Gemma.”

Gemma started cheering, bouncing a little in her seat on the bed. “Caitlin, that’s amazing! I’m so proud of you!”

Caitlin stayed still beside her, heart splintering.

Noticing, Gemma froze. “Wait, why don’t you look happy about it?” 

Caitlin took a deep breath. “I am… It’s just… when finals are over, I’m moving to LA.”

“Wait, what? Like for the summer?”

“No.” Caitlin gripped Gemma’s hands, afraid to let go. “My agent thinks that I should move there, permanently, to start my acting career. I can finish school there if I want.”

Gemma pulled her hands free and started pacing, rubbing her temples. “Your agent? Since when do you have an agent?”

Caitlin’s hands lay limply in her lap, cold without Gemma’s warm skin.

“It all happened so fast,” Caitlin started. “After the audition, agents just started calling. I really liked one of them—Sandy. She helped me find a place out there.”

Gemma sank into her desk chair, head in hands. “So you auditioned in LA, took a job, and signed a lease without even talking to me?”

Caitlin winced. “I was afraid that you would try to convince me not to,” she said sheepishly, hearing how ridiculous that sounded.

Gemma just looked at her, confounded, as she slowly shook her head.

“I know,” Caitlin whispered, eyes stinging.

“So… what does this mean for us?” Gemma asked, looking to Caitlin for answers that she didn’t have. “I thought that we were going to do this together.”

Caitlin had thought about that question a lot over the past week. She wondered if their love could survive three thousand miles, if late-night calls and letters would be enough to bridge the already-widening gap. She wouldn’t ask Gemma to come with her, couldn’t ask her to reroute her own future just for her. The thought of losing Gemma hollowed her out, yet the idea of giving up her chance in LA felt like cutting off her own future. 

“I’m not sure, Squish,” Caitlin said softly.

When Gemma finally lifted her gaze, Caitlin could see the pain etched across her face. Hurt, anger, and betrayal melded together into one hot tear tracing its way down Gemma’s cheek.

Without another word, Gemma grabbed her phone from its spot on her desk and slowly got to her feet. Her deep brown eyes met Caitlin’s clear blue ones, locking them into a silence louder than words. The contrast felt symbolic—warm earth meeting open sky. Suddenly, an entire world lay between the two. Caitlin felt Gemma slipping away before she even turned toward the door.

Hours passed and Caitlin still hadn’t heard from Gemma. Call after call, text after text, all went unanswered, and Gemma never came home.

Caitlin lay awake, staring at the ceiling, her mind circling the same impossible question.

What does this mean for us?

She felt stupid for ever believing that Gemma might not support her. But the thought of Gemma asking her to stay, even if it was out of love, had scared Caitlin so much that she had allowed it to create a premature distance between them. But what was their other option?

Caitlin’s stomach twisted as she imagined the miles stretching between Philadelphia and Los Angeles. Direct flights back and forth were expensive, and the demands of her filming schedule would leave little room for visits. She worried about missed birthdays, forgotten anniversaries, and lost physical connection. She worried about the time zones turning spontaneous phone calls into planned conversations, and about the loneliness that would settle over them each night they crawled into separate empty beds on opposite sides of the country.

It was four in the morning when Caitlin jolted upright, the decision crashing down on her. Jumping out of bed, she grabbed the empty suitcase hidden in her closet and started shoving her clothes inside. Her breathing came ragged as she leaned back against her desk and stared at the opened case, now brimming with her life as she knew it. Was this the right decision?

Caitlin drew in a long, deep breath and kept packing. LA was waiting for her. If she didn’t go now, she might never have the courage to go at all.

She opened her notebook to a blank piece of paper and scribbled a note.

Gemma,

I love you. I know you won’t understand, but I’m doing this for both of us. Chase your dreams, mi toro.

I’m sorry.

Always & Forever,

Caitlin

Looking around their room one last time, Caitlin felt a sinking ache as she spotted the framed collage Gemma had given her on their wall. She couldn’t leave it behind. She would take Gemma with her in any way she could.

She hurried across the room, lifted it from the hook, and tucked it under her arm. She threw her backpack on, stacked her large tote bag onto her suitcase, and hauled her life down the dark sidewalk to her car.

Caitlin was headed to Los Angeles, California, leaving behind the life she knew to chase the one in her dreams.


TWENTY-FIVE

READY LIKE NEVER BEFORE, GEMMA stood on the brink of filming Kate and Sarah’s explosive breakup. Years-old anguish lurked beneath her skin, threatening to erupt at any moment. Fourteen years of longing and loss sat in the room with her, ready to inflict another blow. She had everything she needed to make the scene raw and honest.

She believed Caitlin’s insistence that there was no one else—Gemma felt the same way. But it didn’t change the fact that every time they came together, it ended the same way, with Gemma hurt and in tears. She couldn’t ignore the universe’s hard truth that she and Caitlin would only ever cause each other pain.

The cameras started to roll, and the assistant director yelled, “Action!”

Transforming into Kate, Caitlin began telling Sarah she couldn’t be with her anymore because of her husband. Kate lifted her sleeve to show Sarah the bruises and, with a shaking voice, recounted the violence that had awaited her after Sarah’s Broadway debut.

Sarah broke down, crying for what Kate had endured and for the death of their shared future. She begged Kate to stay, to choose her, but Kate stepped back and walked out.

The calm, rational part of Gemma knew that none of it was real. It was just a movie, and they were acting, but it felt like her own wound was being reopened for the world to see. Each line gnawed at her more than the last, parallel scenes flashing through her memories.

Sarah kissing Kate for the first time, aching and inevitable.

The taste of Caitlin’s cherry lip balm, geometry textbook still opened in Gemma’s lap.

Kate choosing the man who hurts her instead of the woman who loves her.

Caitlin’s face washed with an unreadable mask as she asked Gemma to leave.

A hastily scrawled note—“I’m doing this for both of us.”

Fact and fiction tangled together into one unbearable knot. 

When the final line came, Gemma couldn’t say it. The director never stopped rolling, capturing every tremor of emotion on Gemma’s face as they restarted the scene again and again.

Caitlin’s hands were trembling, the vulnerability in her voice confirming that Gemma was not alone in this raging storm. They had both carried the weight of their past into the scene.

Gemma had lost track of the number of takes as she began the last beat again, tears already dripping down her face as she remembered the day Caitlin had left.

She had returned to their room early the next morning, prepared to tell Caitlin that they would go to LA together—that she would follow Caitlin to the ends of the earth, no matter what. Gemma would finish school in California while Caitlin filmed the movie, and she would be on her arm for the premiere, dressed in a shade of blue that would bring out Caitlin’s eyes. Gemma would do whatever it took, as long as they were together.

But the bed was cold, and Caitlin was already gone. She had sunk to her knees, each breath allowing the dagger to pierce deeper into her chest. The letter, folded in half on her pillow, had read like a verdict. It was over.

Gemma felt herself rip apart, and she channeled her ruined heart into Sarah with one final breath. “I can’t lose you.”

“Cut!” The director strode over to where Gemma had dropped to her knees, sobbing as the image of the empty closet flashed behind her eyelids.

McKenzie Ryan was saying something to them, but Gemma couldn’t hear it over the sound of her heart shattering. She pushed herself to her feet and rushed off the set and into her trailer.

“I need a minute!” Gemma shouted toward the knock on her door.

“Gem, it’s me. Can I come in?” Caitlin asked from the other side.

Gemma didn’t want to say no, not to her, but she didn’t know if Caitlin’s presence would help or hurt.

Caitlin slowly opened the door, apparently taking Gemma’s silent turmoil as an answer. She hesitated at first, but when she saw Gemma crying on the couch, Caitlin immediately went to her side, wrapping both arms around her.

Gemma collapsed into her embrace, her sobs ragged and relentless.

When Gemma’s breathing began to slow, Caitlin handed her a tissue. She pushed it away and wiped her face on her sleeve, the tissue feeling too flimsy for her jagged edges. 

Her eyes felt raw, mascara streaked, and cheeks wet, but she lifted her steady gaze to Caitlin. “You vanished in the middle of the night. Did I really mean so little to you?”

Caitlin seemed to search for the right words.

“Four years together, and you left me with a note. A

fucking note, Caitlin. Do you know how insane that is?” Gemma’s voice cut through the trailer. “Then nine years of silence until we get cast together. Would you have ever reached out if this hadn’t happened?” The rage she had kept buried broke loose. There would be no going back now.

“Gem, I...” Caitlin faltered, unprepared, but Gemma refused to walk away again without answers.

“You what?” Gemma demanded, her voice rising before suddenly collapsing into a broken whisper. “Why’d you leave me behind, Caitlin?”

Caitlin didn’t move. She barely breathed. Silence hung between them, but Gemma was done speaking. It was Caitlin’s turn.

Caitlin sighed in resignation. “I was so young and so stupid, Gemma. I thought I had to choose—LA and my career, or you and Pennsylvania. I panicked.” Her blue eyes drained with regret.

Not understanding, Gemma waited for her to continue.

“Don’t you get it, Squish? The only thing worse than losing you would have been losing you slowly,” she said wearily. “I couldn’t stand the idea of long distance tearing us apart. Missed calls and holidays, days stretched into months without kissing you—piece by piece, you would have grown to resent me. I could feel the silence growing between us before I even left. I thought that if I gave us a clean break, it would hurt less than watching you painfully fall out of love with me.”

Caitlin met Gemma’s gaze. “I couldn’t let you become a stranger, so I became your enemy.”

“That wasn’t your decision to make!” Gemma burst before steadying her voice. “Did you ever once think about what I would choose?” 

“I waited until four in the morning for you to come home, and you never did. It seemed like you had made your choice.”

Gemma scoffed. “Caitlin, I left because I needed time to process the fact that you had decided to move across the country without me. But for fuck’s sake, I didn’t even leave the apartment, I was only next door in Hayley’s room.”

Caitlin sat frozen, seemingly rendered mute.

Gemma barely paused before continuing, “Then I found that note you left, and it felt like proof that you had never really loved me. You don’t abandon the people you love.”

Caitlin dropped to her knees in front of Gemma, her eyes searching for a way back into her heart.

Gemma crossed her arms, resisting Caitlin’s embrace. Tears of agony swelled in her ocean-blue eyes, but Gemma knew if she let herself sink into them, she’d drown before hearing the words she’d waited years for.

“I’m so sorry, Gemma. I’m sorry for leaving the way I did. I’m sorry for never reaching out. I’m sorry I didn’t fight harder for you—for us. I’m sorry I didn’t ask you to come with me. It was the worst decision I have ever made,” Caitlin said fervently. “When you walked into that chemistry read, it felt like the universe was handing me a second chance.”

Gemma stared down at Caitlin on the floor and said flatly, “I had a ring.”

Caitlin’s face fell. She crumpled back to the cold wood, legs folding out from under her.

Gemma had never planned to tell Caitlin, but if they were going to put everything on the table, the ring was part of their story.

“I was going to propose that summer, before you left. I would have done anything for you, Caitlin, including moving across the country. We could have figured it out together, but you never even gave us a chance.” Her last words came out as a whisper.

Caitlin’s voice cracked as tears traced black streaks of mascara down her face. “Gemma… I didn’t know.” Her voice was so low that Gemma almost missed it.

“Well, how could you? You ended it in a letter and left for LA,” Gemma snapped.

“I’m still in love with you, Gemma. I never stopped loving you.” Caitlin’s words, choked with tears, were still painfully clear.

“No,” Gemma cut her off, her voice sharp as she shook her head. “I don’t care what your reason was, you made me feel like I was nothing to you. I could never trust you again. I’d spend the rest of my life waiting to find a note and an empty bed.”

Caitlin was silent, her hands clawing at her scalp as if to summon the right words.

“Look,” Gemma said quietly, kneeling down to meet Caitlin’s eyes. “You’ve made these last three months matter. I’ve missed you. Maybe trust can grow back. But that’s all I can give you right now.”

There was nothing left to say. With filming wrapped for the day, Gemma turned and walked out the trailer door, wanting to put as much distance between them as possible.

Inside her apartment building, Gemma found herself walking through Hayley’s door instead of her own as hot tears built up behind her eyes.

“Gem, what happened?” Hayley pushed back from the kitchen table and crossed the room.

Within seconds, Gemma found herself stumbling into her best friend’s arms—as always, Hayley caught her.

They moved to the living room so Gemma could tell her about the long-overdue conversation she had just had with Caitlin.

“Damn. I never thought Caitlin would admit that. How are you feeling about it?”

Gemma curled her legs up onto the couch, pulling them tightly against her chest. “I’m still so pissed. But I love her, too, Hay. I don’t know if I fell in love with her again or if I never stopped.”

“I don’t need to tell you that I’ve never been Caitlin’s biggest fan,” Hayley said, making a slow face, almost a wince. “God, I hate that I’m even saying this. But… honestly, I had always wondered if maybe she was the reason why you never dated anyone for more than a few months in the past ten years.”

Gemma looked at Hayley through swollen, puffy eyes. Hayley had been there through the breakup, watched Gemma attempt to move on for years, and had probably known—even if Gemma herself hadn’t—that she’d never fully let Caitlin go.

Hayley wiped a tear from Gemma’s cheek. “You don’t have to make any decisions right now. But whatever you choose, I’ve got your back. You’ll always have me, Gem.”

Gemma rested her head on Hayley’s shoulder, grateful for Hayley’s steady presence as she crumbled over Caitlin. Again.  

ON THE EVE OF THEIR final day on set, the air around the studio felt both electric and somber. Gemma had a bittersweet taste in her mouth as she headed to her trailer to pack up that night.

Despite everything, the movie was going to be a huge success. She could feel it. But tomorrow only held two final scenes—one with Caitlin, one without—and it left her feeling hollow. Gemma’s chest tightened at the thought that this might be the end of her story with Caitlin.

Gemma stepped into her small trailer, the space feeling like a second home now, and spotted an envelope on the table with a sticky note attached.




Gemma,

You should have gotten this a long time ago.

Always & Forever,

Caitlin

Gemma peeled off the small blue note, revealing a white envelope with age-yellowed corners addressed to her parents’ house in New Hope. The return address in the top left corner listed an apartment in Los Angeles. She didn’t recognize it, but she knew exactly who the letter was from. 

A lump formed in her throat, and a feeling of loss washed over her. Gemma grabbed her bag and nearly ran back to her apartment. As soon as the door clicked shut behind her, Gemma dumped everything else onto the floor and stared at the letter, still gripped in her hand. 

Popping the top on her best bottle of scotch, she filled a lowball glass halfway. She sank into her couch, took a long drink, and slit the envelope open.  

Gemma,

I don’t even know where to start. I must have picked up my phone a thousand times since I left UPenn, wanting to hear your voice. I know it’s been two years, and this probably sounds insane, but I needed to see you. I wanted you to know I’m still thinking about you. I’m still in love with you.

I went to your UPenn graduation last month. You looked stunning, Squish. You’ve always been able to make my heart skip, but watching you walk across that stage to receive your diploma—you were absolutely radiant. And the smile on your face… God, I’ve always loved that smile. It made me feel like maybe we aren’t broken.

I’m so sorry I left, Gemma. I thought fame would fill the hole inside of me, but when filming finished, I just felt empty. It all meant nothing without you. I should never have left with just a note. For that, I will be sorry for the rest of my life.

I don’t deserve you, I know that. I’ve messed up more times than I can count. Still, if there’s any small part of you that still loves me too, please—send me a sign. I’ve spent every day of the last two years trying to imagine how to make it right. I hope this letter can be the first step.

I’ll always be yours, Gemma. I’ll wait forever if I have to.

I miss you.

Always & Forever,

Caitlin

By the time Gemma got to the end, the page was spotted with tears. The ache in her chest swelled when she realized that Caitlin had not only written this seven years ago but had kept it safe long after deciding not to send it.

If Caitlin had sent the letter—if Gemma had received it—their lives may have turned out differently. But what was she supposed to do with it now?

In bed, Gemma curled onto her side, wearing Caitlin’s high school cheerleading T-shirt, the letter clutched to her heart as she cried herself dry.


TWENTY-SIX

THE DAY CAITLIN WALKED OUT on Gemma had haunted her like a ghost ever since. The years after the breakup had been unbearable as she learned to live with her decision, but nothing could match the gut-wrenching reality of seeing the damage she had caused. Witnessing Gemma’s raw pain nearly a decade later had completely ruined Caitlin.

She hated herself back then—now, she couldn’t even look in the mirror. Self-loathing consumed her as she thought about the heartache she had caused the woman she loves. Learning that Gemma had planned to propose that summer felt like a final, cruel twist of a knife that cut deeper than any apology could heal.

Caitlin was grateful beyond words for the success of her career. She had achieved a dream that few people ever got to live, but the cost had been too high. She didn’t know if she could ever come back from what she’d done. Maybe she didn’t deserve to. Hearing that Gemma might never trust her again had hit Caitlin like a wrecking ball, demolishing whatever fragile hope remained of winning her back.

By the final day on set, Caitlin felt bleak. As filming came to an end, so would her time with Gemma.

The final scene of the movie showed Kate leaving her husband to run after the woman she loved—the easiest, truest thing Caitlin had ever been asked to portray. This scene wouldn’t be acting. She planned on fighting for Gemma until her last breath.

They took their marks outside the Broadway theater where Kate and Sarah’s story had begun, the city holding its breath as Caitlin and Gemma faced each other.

Kate had waited outside for Sarah to finish her performance that night. When Sarah at last emerged from the double doors, the theater lights illuminating her from behind, a tear slid down Kate’s cheek before a single word could leave her mouth.

Sarah spotted her at once, noticing the packed bags at her feet. She ran up to Kate and wrapped her arms around her neck.

“You’re here.” Sarah beamed with relief that her love had come back.

“Darling, I can’t live without you.” Kate gently tucked a strand of hair behind Sarah’s ear. “I’m sorry I didn’t fight for you. For us. I love you so much. Could you ever forgive me?”

“Always and forever,” Sarah whispered, tears in her eyes.

Gemma’s eyes widened slightly at her slip—“and forever” was not part of the script, but the words had come out as naturally as a breath.

Caitlin recognized its source immediately. She herself had been reminded of their habitual sign-off when she’d reread the unsent letter just before giving it to Gemma.

The line hung between them, heavier than any scripted moment could, charged with something raw and true. It was no longer just Kate and Sarah. This was Caitlin and Gemma.

She grabbed Gemma’s face and kissed her with the promise of forever.

For Kate and Sarah, the kiss marked the beginning of a life lived happily ever after. For Caitlin, it felt like a final goodbye.

Caitlin held Gemma close, desperate and urgent, using her tongue to apologize in the only language she had left. She needed Gemma to know, above all else, that she would love her for the rest of their lives.

When McKenzie Ryan called a wrap, she wiped her eyes and told them the finale was better than she’d ever imagined. She praised Gemma and Caitlin for bringing Kate and Sarah to life, even calling the movie a “career highlight.”

The rest of the evening passed in a soft blur of motion and glam for the customary wrap party. The hair and makeup team had met Caitlin in her suite directly after finishing the scene, while Lara packed her things for the flight back to LA the next day. The quiet logistics of leaving layered over her lingering ache.

Finally alone in her room, Caitlin sat in the silence of her suite, taking a minute to herself before the chaos of the party. Feeling adrift and needing an anchor, she dialed Maddie.

“Filming’s finally over,” Caitlin said, voice flat, when Maddie answered.

“I’m sorry, Cait. Maybe it’s for the best,” Maddie offered gently.

“I still love her, Mads.”

“I know you do.”

Caitlin let out a long, hollow sigh. “She doesn’t want me anymore.”

“You know that’s not true,” Maddie said softly. “I saw the way she looked at you that night at the bar—as if you made the sun rise every morning. But yeah, she’s hurt. And if her healing requires you to let her go, you’ll have to find a way to do it.”

“I put that old letter in her trailer before I left set yesterday,” she admitted. Caitlin had told Maddie about the pages that she had carried from city to city, including New York. She didn’t know what she’d gain by giving it to Gemma now, but there was no reason for her to hold onto it any longer. “I’m not even sure why—a last-ditch effort, I guess.”

“I know it sucks right now.” Maddie sounded soothing and genuine. “But if you’re destined to be together, you’ll find your way back to each other.”

“I adore how much you believe in happily ever afters, Mads,” Caitlin managed.

“If only I could find one for myself.” Maddie laughed half-heartedly. “Go to the party tonight. Try to have some fun. You deserve it. The movie is going to be a hit, and you’ve earned every single moment of praise.”

Caitlin didn’t feel like she had anything to celebrate, but she’d go. It would cause her more grief than it was worth if the lead actress didn’t show.

When Caitlin arrived that night, she found McKenzie Ryan and thanked her for the opportunity. She hoped, quietly, that the director was proud of what they’d created. Then she floated throughout the party, circulating among the cast and crew, smiling and nodding absently while her eyes searched for Gemma.  

Caitlin was beginning to grow anxious until her eyes finally landed on the most gorgeous woman she had ever seen. Gemma glided into the room, and everything else blurred. She commanded attention in a white, cropped blazer that framed her broad, athletic shoulders. Caitlin wished, absurdly yet achingly, to be the high-waisted pants that hugged her hips.

Gemma’s hair was slicked back into a long, dark ponytail that flowed straight down her back, her strong jaw and honey-brown eyes on full display. She was breathtaking.

The party went on around them, laughter mixing with the sound of clinking glasses. But for Caitlin, there was only Gemma.

“Hey you,” Gemma said as they drew closer, inevitable as magnets.

“Gemma. You look…” Well? Don’t hold back now. “Stunning. You’re beautiful.”

“Why, thank you. You don’t look half bad yourself.” Gemma blushed, her eyes flickering across Caitlin with an unspoken lust. She pointed toward a set of French doors. “Want to step out outside with me?”

Caitlin nodded, a tense doom knitting through her chest.

Out on the terrace, they found an empty corner tucked away from the eyes and ears of the crowd. They simultaneously leaned against the railing, facing one another, and began to speak.

Caitlin laughed. “You go first.”

Gemma smiled faintly. “You know, I’ve dreamed of running into you again for years—all the different ways it could go, all the things I would say. But nothing could have prepared me for this.”

She gazed up at the dark sky for a moment before meeting Caitlin’s eyes again. “I want to apologize, though, for how I treated you in the beginning.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” Caitlin said earnestly. She had deserved it.

“Well, I’m grateful that this movie gave us the chance to finally have the conversation we needed.” Gemma paused, her lip starting to quiver. “I read your letter… you came to my graduation?”

“I needed to see you, to know you were okay. I thought that if I showed up and told you how I felt, if I finally apologized, maybe you’d give me a second chance.”

Gemma sighed. “So then why didn’t you come talk to me?”

“I did, but you were kissing another woman,” Caitlin spoke softly, stinging from the memory. “It hurt to watch, but you looked happy. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. I didn’t want to ruin it, so I left.”

Caitlin slid her hand over Gemma’s, warm against the cold metal guardrail. “Would you have even wanted to see me?”

“Honestly… I don’t know. I was still so angry and heartbroken. Why didn’t you mail your letter after, though?”

“Fear,” Caitlin admitted plainly. “I was afraid you’d reject me, and then we’d truly be over for good. Holding onto that letter felt like holding onto a sliver of hope.”

Gemma traced her thumb across Caitlin’s skin, steady and intentional. “I’m glad you gave it to me now. And I accept your apology. For everything. I think… I think that letter was the closure I’ve been needing.”

Caitlin felt her breath catch, her body prickling with an icy, electric thrill. She wanted to beg for another chance, to plead for Gemma’s trust, to vow she would never walk away again. Instead, she kept her pleas buried deep within her chest. Gemma had made her desire clear, and it wasn’t Caitlin.

Gemma examined her now-empty glass with nothing left to say.

“I’m going back in for another drink.” Gemma broke the silence, offering a gentle smile that held for an extra moment before she moved toward the door.

“Wait!” Caitlin called, her desperation sharp. “Would you take a walk with me? We could sneak out… I’ll buy you another drink somewhere else.”

Gemma seemed to contemplate the idea before she said, “Sure.”

They each made one final sweep of the party before their eyes met in silent conspiracy. They slipped toward the elevators, stealthily sliding in right before the silver doors closed.

Caitlin felt a haze of déjà vu as the two of them stood trapped behind the steel doors, just as they had after the chemistry read. Gemma stood close, her arm brushing Caitlin’s. Neither pulled away.

The lift dinged, opening onto the first floor. They exited the building in silence, Caitlin holding the glass door for Gemma. In turn, their bodies met the warm June air.

“Where to?” Gemma asked.

Caitlin wordlessly led Gemma down the sidewalk, strolling side by side. The night hummed with the sound of traffic, the subway rumbling beneath their feet.

When Caitlin glanced over, Gemma’s face was illuminated with golden streetlight. Her heart stuttered.

Arriving at their destination, Caitlin ceremoniously pulled the door open for Gemma.

Gemma looked up at the sign. “Ten June? Wow, I haven’t been here since…” She paused, eyeing Caitlin. 


“Me either.” Caitlin smirked, reading Gemma’s mind.

They slid into two empty stools at the bar, shoulder to shoulder. Caitlin ordered two scotches—now that she knew Gemma liked to drink hers the same way.

“Of all places, why here?” Gemma asked, facing a long wall of shelves filled with bottles of liquor.

“I remembered this place was nearby. Thought it might be fun to revisit,” Caitlin said with a sheepish grin.

“Well, cheers to not getting kicked out again.” Gemma giggled, clinking her glass to Caitlin’s.

“As much fun as it was to get caught having sex in the bathroom, that’s not my favorite memory here,” Caitlin replied, meeting Gemma’s eyes.

They had taken their first trip together the summer after their high school graduation, not long after Gemma’s eighteenth birthday. They had driven the hour and a half from New Hope to Manhattan, a city that was new to them both, in celebration before starting their next journey at The University of Pennsylvania.

They devoured New York like it was theirs for the week, exploring every tucked-away alley and glittering avenue. They’d wandered hand in hand through Central Park, taken pictures above the skyline from the Empire State Building, and kissed beneath the Brooklyn Bridge. They’d eaten pizza and bagels in rotation until they could hardly move, then had climbed to the crown of the Statue of Liberty, dizzy with the magic of it all.

“It’s not?” Gemma asked, quirking an eyebrow.

“Don’t you remember?” Caitlin smiled sadly. “We ran in here because I had to pee so bad I thought I couldn’t make it back to our hotel.” She spun in her seat, now facing Gemma. “You told me—in this bathroom, for whatever reason—that I was your soulmate.”

Gemma’s features softened as she pictured the scene. “If I remember correctly, there had been a lot of tequila involved.”

“Do you still believe in soulmates?” Caitlin asked, looking deep into Gemma’s bronzed eyes and seeing the same intrepid girl she had fallen in love with a lifetime ago.

Gemma’s hand was suddenly cupping Caitlin’s face, answering the question with her lips. She claimed Caitlin with a slow, sure kiss, sliding her free hand up Caitlin’s thigh.

Caitlin returned the kiss with everything she’d held back for ten years—hunger mixing with apology and promise.

When she felt Gemma’s mouth leave hers, Caitlin slowly opened her eyes, resurfacing with reluctance.

“Come home with me.” Gemma didn’t pose it as a question, and Caitlin didn’t hesitate before getting up to settle the tab.

“My hotel’s just a few blocks away.” Caitlin pointed down the street once they were outside.

Gemma looped her arm through Caitlin’s as they walked, their steps eager and steady.

Caitlin scanned her room key and pushed through the door, her body buzzing with anticipation. Gemma wasted no time before tangling her fingers in Caitlin’s auburn waves and pressing her back against the wall. Their lips collided with a desperate need, as if finding water after a drought. But it wasn’t enough. Caitlin yearned to feel the heat of Gemma’s bare skin. She slid her hands under Gemma’s blazer, gripping her waist in a claim of ownership.

Gemma bit down on Caitlin’s bottom lip in response, then sucked on the tender skin, causing a raw groan to rise from her throat.

The kiss felt disheveled and beautifully unscripted as a knot of longing loosened between them. Each caress conveyed both adoration and devotion.

“I need you,” Caitlin breathed into Gemma’s mouth.  

Afraid to let go of Gemma even for a second, Caitlin reached down and threaded their fingers together before leading the way into her bedroom.

She turned to face Gemma, who gently pushed Caitlin backward until she was seated on the edge of the bed. Standing over her, Gemma held Caitlin’s gaze as she slowly unbuttoned her blazer and slipped it off. Her fingers ghosted along the waistband of her pants in a tease that left Caitlin yearning.

“Please, let me,” Caitlin crooned, reaching out to slide Gemma’s pants down her toned thighs, her movements feverishly measured.

Gemma sank onto the bed one knee at a time, straddling Caitlin’s lap. The warm, familiar musk of her cologne pinned Caitlin in her seat. Her dizzy intoxication had nothing to do with the glass of scotch she’d had, and everything to do with the woman on top of her.  

“You’re the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.” Caitlin’s heart hammered in her chest.

Flushed with desire, Gemma bent down and kissed along the side of Caitlin’s neck, unzipping her dress, sliding the straps down her shoulders, and letting the fabric fall into a heap around her waist.

Gemma looked at Caitlin like she wanted to devour her, as if she had been craving her taste for half a lifetime.

She slid off Caitlin’s lap, pulling the dress down her legs before easing her back onto the bed.

Gemma bathed in the sight of Caitlin’s body, laid bare beneath her. Slowly, deliberately, her fingers grazed Caitlin’s porcelain skin, tracing the constellation of freckles across her chest.

Caitlin ached to belong to those hands again.

She looked up at Gemma in longing, their eyes meeting for a soft moment before the heat of passion overtook them and their lips connected once again.

Caitlin pulled Gemma down on top of her, wanting to feel every curve of her body pressed against her own. Gemma’s mouth found Caitlin’s neck, licking and kissing across her jaw. Caitlin raked her nails down Gemma’s back, pulling a soft hum from her lips.

“Touch me,” Gemma whispered into her ear.

Caitlin eased her right hand around Gemma’s side and down her torso, landing between her legs as they spread across Caitlin’s waist. She lightly glided her fingers through the desire that had pooled from her touch.

A shudder wove its way through Gemma’s body.

Caitlin eased two fingers inside, swallowing Gemma’s groan. She rocked her hips slowly, rhythmically, sinking deeper with every movement. Caitlin wanted to live inside the moment—forever feeling the slick heat of Gemma’s skin beneath her palms, cataloguing every moan of pleasure, and savoring every shared breath.

“I want to watch you,” Caitlin breathed as Gemma’s lips met the crook of her neck.

Gemma sat up, her legs still spread across Caitlin’s lap, and met her eyes. She rocked her hips against Caitlin’s curled fingers as her thumb circled her clit.

They moved in unison, increasing the pace as Gemma edged closer to ecstasy. Caitlin sat upright, maintaining her graceful rhythm and locking Gemma’s gaze. She wanted to hold Gemma close when her orgasm crashed.

Gemma’s eyes glowed with love, reflecting her own. The bond between their souls felt undeniable. They were destined, created to meet, to belong wholly to each other.

Gemma rode Caitlin’s hand until she was moaning with the promise of release, their eyes still locked.

Caitlin wrapped her free arm around Gemma’s waist to steady her as she began to shatter.

A shaky groan and soft cry escaped Gemma’s lips—Caitlin thought they were the most beautiful sounds she’d ever heard. Every shuddering wave of Gemma’s pleasure etched itself into Caitlin’s memory—divine and sacred.

Gemma collapsed against Caitlin, spent and trembling. Caitlin wrapped both arms around her, holding her tight. Their hearts thudded in frantic synchrony.

Raw and vulnerable, Gemma quietly kissed Caitlin. She began with her lips before moving down her neck and across her chest, working her way over every inch of Caitlin’s body until her mouth suddenly landed on the ache between her legs.

Gemma gripped Caitlin’s hips, teasing her with light strokes of her tongue until she wrapped her lips around the bud of Caitlin’s clit.

Caitlin whimpered in submission to Gemma’s mouth.

Over and over, Gemma repeated the motion, edging Caitlin even closer. Gemma was taking her time, pinning Caitlin’s hips to the bed and torturing her deliciously.

“Fuck, Gemma,” Caitlin cried out.

Gemma’s tongue moved faster.

“Don’t... Stop.” Caitlin gasped. With a final “Oh my God,” she succumbed to her orgasm.

Gemma only increased the pressure of her tongue as wave after wave of release cascaded over Caitlin. Her fingers threaded through Gemma’s hair, locking her mouth between Caitlin’s legs.

A low, feral groan escaped Caitlin’s throat, a sound she’d never heard from herself before. Gemma did things to her that no one ever could, knew her body better than anyone ever had.

Caitlin became weightless as a second orgasm perfused her body.

“Holy shit.” Caitlin panted. “That was…” She fought to catch her breath as Gemma’s movements slowed.

“The best you’ve ever had?” Gemma asked with a knowing smirk as she made her way up the bed to lie next to Caitlin.

“Yeah. Damn. It really was.” She laughed breathlessly. Caitlin flipped onto her side, facing Gemma. “I’ve missed you, Squish.”

There was a softness in Gemma’s eyes, but her smile turned forlorn.

Caitlin gently cupped Gemma’s cheek. “What’s wrong?”

“You were supposed to be the one person who never hurt me,” Gemma said quietly.

“I am so sorry,” Caitlin whispered and gently placed a kiss on Gemma’s forehead, not knowing how to make the pain go away.

Gemma shifted, tucking her body into Caitlin’s.

She wrapped her arms around Gemma, holding her in a tight embrace.

“I’ve got you,” Caitlin promised, kissing the top of Gemma’s head again and locking her arms in place. They stayed like that until their heartbeats slowed and their chests began to rise and fall in unison.

“Can I stay with you tonight?” Gemma mumbled into Caitlin’s chest after a long silence.

“Always.”

They stayed entwined throughout the entire night, Caitlin refusing to loosen her hold as Gemma drifted into a peaceful sleep against her chest. She fought against the weight of her own eyelids for as long as she could, not wanting to surrender a single second.

THE NEXT MORNING, CAITLIN OPENED her eyes at the sound of movement outside the bedroom. She reached for Gemma, but the bed beside her was empty. Panic jolted her upright, and she grabbed her UPenn crewneck from the chair before rushing out.

“Are you leaving?” Caitlin asked, voice tight with dread as she walked into the living area and found Gemma lacing her Doc Martens.

Gemma rose from the couch, crossed the space between them, and pressed a soft, conclusive kiss to her lips.

Caitlin’s knees buckled as the floor tilted beneath her.

One hand wrapped around the door handle, Gemma paused and looked over her shoulder to meet Caitlin’s eyes. Her face was unreadable. A heartbreak later, she was gone.

Feeling unmoored, Caitlin stumbled to the couch. There, on the wooden coffee table, sat a hastily scrawled note on a piece of hotel stationery.

Caitlin,

Last night was truly amazing. These last few months have been everything to me—you are everything to me. I wouldn’t survive losing you again. I can’t risk it. I know leaving this note makes me a hypocrite, but I hope you can understand.

I love you, Caitlin, with all my heart. Again. Still.

Always and forever,

Gemma

Caitlin crumbled into the cushions, the letter clenched tight in her fist. A sharp pain tore through her chest as the silence from Gemma’s absence threatened to consume her.  


TWENTY-SEVEN

GEMMA HAD BEEN WOKEN BY the rising sun as it slipped between the clouds and city skyline, drenching Caitlin’s hotel room in morning light. She had lingered, admiring the ethereal beauty of Caitlin’s peaceful face as she slept. She could have stayed there forever, memorizing the cadence of her breaths. Gemma knew she had to leave before she lost her strength.

She had eased out of the bed without ruffling the sheets, slipped back into last night’s clothes, and tiptoed toward the door. As Gemma walked into the living room, she spotted a notepad and a pen on the coffee table.

Her heart twisted at the idea of leaving behind nothing but a note, the same way Caitlin had, but she decided that it was better than vanishing without a trace.

Gemma hadn’t expected Caitlin to wake up before she could sneak out. Caitlin’s glassy eyes had watched her with a dawning realization that shattered Gemma’s heart.

She just couldn’t bring herself to say goodbye—not to her. It was the fear of goodbye that had driven Gemma out of Caitlin’s bed in the first place.

Time slowed as Gemma etched a final image of Caitlin into her memory. She stood in the doorway of the hotel bedroom, swallowed by Gemma’s old college crewneck, heartbreak plain across her face. The air drained from Gemma’s lungs, reaffirming the truth she had realized this morning. If Caitlin had shattered her at nineteen, then losing her now at twenty-nine would destroy Gemma beyond repair.

DAYS HAD BLURRED SINCE THE morning Gemma had found herself in Caitlin’s bed. She’d turned down the contract for another three years with NYPD Intelligence and now sat in limbo, waiting to see what opportunities might come after the premiere of Forbidden Love.

With no current work responsibilities and food delivery apps in the palm of her hand, Gemma hadn’t left her apartment once. She hadn’t heard from Caitlin, either. Silence filled her space like fog, leaving Gemma to assume that Caitlin had slipped back into her life in LA as if none of it had ever happened.

That evening, Gemma was wallowing on her couch when she heard a key click into the lock. She spun her head toward the door before sinking back into the cushions.

“Hi,” she said flatly.

“Don’t sound so excited to see me.” Hayley walked over and joined Gemma on the couch. “Ticket to Tokyo?” She nodded toward the television, Caitlin’s face frozen on the screen.

“Yup. Torturing myself.”

“Is this why you’ve been MIA? I was about to file a missing person’s report, and you’ve just been over here binging old Caitlin Stone movies.”

“It’s literally been like forty-eight hours.”

“Exactly.”

Gemma sighed. “I need to tell you something, Hay.” She turned to Hayley as she shifted closer. “I slept with Caitlin. Again. The night of the wrap party.”

Hayley didn’t look shocked. 

“How’d that go?” She asked, raising an eyebrow.

Gemma told Hayley everything—the letter left in her trailer, the charged conversation at the wrap party, the walk down memory lane in the bar from when they were eighteen, and every intimate detail of their last night together.

“I told myself not to overthink it and just do what felt right,” Gemma finished.

“And doing Caitlin felt right in the moment.”

Gemma threw a pillow at her friend as they both laughed.

“It felt like a goodbye, the official end of us.” Gemma sensed the heaviness of her words as she lay flat on the couch, placing her long legs across Hayley’s lap. 

“But?”

Gemma breathed a groan. “But… I don’t know. Part of me felt like it could have been a new beginning. I guess I wanted her to fight harder, to prove somehow that hell would freeze over before she’d leave me again. But she didn’t. She left—again.” Gemma threw her arm across her eyes. “Ugh. I’m a mess, Hay. I feel like I’m right back where I started ten years ago. Except, this time, I brought it upon myself. I pushed Caitlin away. My Caitlin.”

Hayley placed her hands on Gemma’s legs. “You’re not back where you started,” she assured her. “You’re older, wiser, hotter, and now Caitlin knows exactly what she missed out on.”

Gemma let out a half laugh, remembering the last night they’d spent together and how Caitlin had melted under her touch.

Hayley went on, “Gem, you were just a kid back then. It doesn’t have to be like that again. You just need to figure out what you want.”

Gemma propped herself up on her elbows, listening closely.

“You’ve loved Caitlin half your life, and you know she still feels the same. I’ve never seen two people more magnetically drawn to one another,” Hayley said, shaking her head. “I mean, for fuck’s sake, what are the odds you both get cast in the same lesbian romance movie?”

They both laughed, the sound loosening the knot in Gemma’s chest. It was rather ridiculous.

“Only you can say if you could trust her again, but if Caitlin is the future you really want, then stop living in the past and just take the chance, dammit. People rarely find the one, Gem. You found yours twice.”  

Gemma exhaled a long breath, feeling some of the weight start to lift. “Thanks, Hay.”

Hayley leaned over and gave Gemma a hug before snatching Gemma’s glass of wine from the table with a coy grin. “Okay, enough about you—can we talk about me now?”

Gemma chuckled, gesturing for her to take the floor. “Please, by all means.”

Hayley took a sip of Gemma’s pinot noir, then dropped her voice like she was confessing a crime. “The other night, I had the worst experience of my life. I was in bed with this woman and mid-orgasm, I fucking called her Maddie.”

Gemma exploded in laughter, her shoulders shaking, her legs kicking in Hayley’s lap, and almost spilling the burgundy liquid.

“It’s not funny, Gem!” Hayley protested with a groan. “How the hell did that insufferable woman wedge herself into my brain after one evening?”

“Probably because she’s exactly your type, to a T—blonde hair, blue eyes, short enough to put in your pocket. She’s model-level beautiful.”

“But she’s an actress,” Hayley said, crinkling her nose. “No offense, I love you, but you know that lawyers, CEOs, and businesswomen in suits are more my speed.”

Gemma grinned. “Uh huh. So have you watched any of her movies yet?”

Hayley groaned again, shaking her head, frustration folding into amusement.

Gemma teased on, poking and prodding until Hayley couldn’t take it anymore.

“That’s it,” Hayley said, setting the empty wine glass onto the table. “It’s time for you to leave this apartment.”

They stepped out into the hallway together, the elevator ride feeling like a small rebellion against her misery. 

Outside, the fading sunlight and city noise washed away a bit of the ache in Gemma’s chest. She paused when her feet hit the sidewalk and breathed it in, feeling lighter than she had in days. 


“I needed this.” Gemma closed her eyes, feeling the flow of warmth on her face. “Thank you.” She turned to Hayley and kissed her cheek.

Hayley smiled softly and then said with mock sternness, “You owe me a movie night. Popcorn, takeout, the whole nine yards.”

Gemma laughed, the sound bright and a little reckless. “Deal. But you’re watching one of Caitlin’s.”

Hayley made a face, then, with the shake of her head and a roll of her eyes, she gently shoved Gemma toward the world beyond. 


THE NEXT TWO WEEKS FLEW by as Gemma threw herself into routines. She started working out again, met Hayley every morning for a dose of dark espresso, and finally cracked open Atmosphere, the romance novel that had been collecting dust on her nightstand. She let herself daydream about playing Joan opposite Caitlin’s Vanessa if the book ever became a film.

Hayley’s advice looped through Gemma’s head until she finally decided to take it. She knew what—who she wanted, and she had to try. Not with fireworks or grand declarations, but with a soft, careful opening. She had to see if the path back was even possible.

Gemma: Hi, how's it feel to be back in LA?

Caitlin: It's fine, but I feel like I'm missing something.

Gemma: Oh yeah? What's that?

Caitlin: You.

Gemma stared at the one-word text for over an hour. Her heart battled against the instinct to protect herself. She could close the distance between them with one honest line, or retreat behind the safety of old, tired words.

Gemma: I wish you never left.

She’d decided to go with honesty. The typing bubble appeared, vanished, and blinked again, causing Gemma’s stomach to knot with anxiety. Finally, a new message slid onto her screen.

Caitlin: Well then, I think we need to make a change.

Gemma tapped the little heart on the last message, not sure exactly what Caitlin meant.

THREE DAYS PASSED, AND NO other texts arrived. Just as Gemma’s life had started to brighten with color, she felt it dull once more. She tortured herself with a dozen different explanations, all more heartbreaking than the last. Maybe Caitlin regretted her words, or maybe she had meant that they should quit speaking altogether.

Gemma returned to her routines and told herself she was moving on. Some days, she almost believed it.

That sunny August afternoon, Gemma was strolling through Washington State Park when her phone began to ring.

“Hey Eve,” she answered, surprised.

“Gemma, my favorite client. How are you?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Gemma said smiling anyway. They had worked together for years, so the statement may have been true. “I’m okay. What’s up?”

“Well, I hope you’re rested and ready to go because I have a last-minute offer for you.”

Gemma blinked, confused. She hadn’t auditioned for anything recently. “For what?”

“Another detective show, just a guest spot. But here’s the kicker—they’re filming in Paris! You’d fly out the day after tomorrow.”

“France? In two days? For how long?” Gemma mentally checked her schedule, but she knew she didn’t have plans.

“Just a quick three-day trip. I think it’d be an excellent opportunity for you to expand your European audience.”

Gemma trusted Eve. “Okay, if you think I should do it, then I’ll go.”

“Have I ever led you astray?” Gemma could hear Eve’s smile through the phone.

“No, you have not,” she admitted.

“Great! So, pack up, and I’ll send you the details as I get them,” Eve chirped before hanging up the phone.

Gemma devoted the entire next day to packing—or at least attempting to. Procrastination got the best of her, and she busied herself with every chore imaginable while her suitcase sat untouched.

When evening fell, she poured herself a glass of red wine, called her best friend over, and together they turned the conversation toward Paris and which outfits she should pack.

TWO DAYS AND AN EIGHT-HOUR flight later, Gemma landed in Paris, France. When she stepped out of the airport, Gemma let the warm sun soak her face, smiling. Summers in Europe could be suffocating, but the mid-morning air was the perfect temperature. She welcomed the chance to lose herself for a few days in the cultural hub of Paris, letting the decadent landscapes and aromas of the city fill the empty spaces within her.

Gemma checked into her hotel, then wandered next door for a croissant and an espresso from the café. She planned to use the afternoon for a long nap and a shower to help shake her jet lag. She didn’t have to be on set until eight thirty that night, and she had already memorized her lines on the flight over.

As night fell, Gemma dressed with the window open, a cool breeze flowing through the room. The show had only requested that she dress in “formal attire,” so Hayley had helped her pull an outfit together—her favorite suit—practical, flattering, and entirely Gemma.

Once ready, she stepped outside into the warm evening air and walked to the address Eve had provided.

After only a few blocks, Gemma turned a corner and stopped in her tracks, speechless, as the iron lattice of the Eiffel Tower rose into view. Up close, the structure felt both colossal and intimate, the faces around her all focused upward in hushed awe. Silent anticipation filled the air as they waited for the twenty-first hour to strike, illuminating the tower in a brilliant, golden wash.

She lingered in the paved plaza, searching the area for anyone who looked like they might be on the production crew, when Gemma was approached by a handsome Frenchman in a vest. 


“Gemma,” he said with a thick French accent. “Bonsoir. Come, come.” He beckoned for her to follow.

Gemma trailed behind the man under the enormous iconic tower, craning her neck back to take it all in. It was exactly what she’d dreamt it would be, ever since she was a little girl on the couch, eyes wide as Passport to Paris played on her TV.

“Where’s the rest of the cast?” She asked the man as they stepped onto an elevator and jolted upward.

“At ze top, mademoiselle,” he replied as the doors opened to the second floor.

Gemma followed him to another elevator that would take them the rest of the way to the top of the tower.

At the highest point, the Frenchman shooed Gemma out of the elevator, only instructing her to follow the curve of the viewing platform before the glass doors closed between them.

Something didn’t feel right.

Gemma edged toward the outer railing, peering down. Paris spread beneath her like a quilt stitched with light. Distant church bells mingled with the hum of the city, and tiny camera flashes winked from the plaza below. The wind tugged at her long ponytail as she hesitantly made her way around the platform.

Her brows knitted in confusion as she struggled to spot signs of a television crew, wondering what the hell was going on.

Then she froze, night air rushing into her lungs as she gasped.

Caitlin.

There she was, standing at the top of the Eiffel Tower with that damned smile on her face, the one that made the apples of her cheeks crinkle against her eyes. She wore a blue, jewel-toned strapless dress with a mermaid finish, her copper hair swept behind her shoulders in light waves. Up here, the wind gently blowing strands of hair away from her face, Caitlin looked impossibly elegant, as if the city itself had dressed her.

The dark sky seemed to shimmer around them, and for a breathless moment, Gemma simply stared—this woman, the most captivating she’d ever seen, stood framed by Paris and the stars, real and here.


TWENTY-EIGHT

SINCE RETURNING TO LOS ANGELES, Caitlin had spent countless sleepless nights reading and rereading the note Gemma had left in her hotel suite. Even after she had the words memorized, she kept staring at the paper, just needing to see them in Gemma’s printed scribble.

I love you, Caitlin, with all my heart. Again. Still.

The ache had caused her chest to cave in a little more with each read.

Caitlin had become convinced that Gemma wanted nothing to do with her until the day her phone pinged with an incoming message.

When Caitlin read Gemma’s text, her stomach somersaulted as if it had joined its own cheer squad, bright and dizzy. Gemma hadn’t wanted her to leave New York. She felt giddy, electricity fizzing under her skin with renewed hope. It felt like a second chance, every wish on a shooting star suddenly aligning, and she knew what she needed to do. She had to give Gemma concrete proof that she would never leave her again.

Caitlin sprang off the couch and paced the marble floor, heart knocking against her ribs as she typed out a group message to summon the cavalry—Maddie, Lara, and Sandy.

They brainstormed for hours, empty wine bottles growing around the coffee table until at last a plan materialized. The steps were mapped out, roles were assigned, and Caitlin felt the fierce calm of someone who finally knew how to fix what she had broken.

Getting Gemma to Paris would take finesse. Caitlin and Sandy had the awkward, delicate task of convincing Gemma’s agent, Eve, to help them without raising suspicion. Eve resisted at first, but once Caitlin looped in Hayley, both women agreed to help. She hadn’t expected Hayley’s generous support, but she didn’t press her luck by questioning it.

AFTER DAYS OF PULLING STRINGS in Paris—booking flights and lining up hotels—the pivotal night had finally arrived, promising to change Caitlin’s life forever, one way or another.

Caitlin stood at the pinnacle of the Eiffel Tower, which glowed like molten gold against an indigo sky. The air smelled of rain and warm metal as she waited, every muscle taut with hope and suspense.

As time stretched, excitement and anxiety braided together tighter and tighter until she could no longer tell the two apart. Still, Caitlin felt a calm certainty beneath the tremor. Gemma was everything to Caitlin, and she couldn’t bear another day without her.

When Gemma finally rounded the corner, a surge of something intense and exhilarating hit Caitlin so hard she forgot how to breathe. Honey-brown eyes met blue, and the world stilled.

Gemma looked divine, as fierce and timeless as a goddess. A form-fitting navy-blue suit traced the lines of her shoulders and waist, with a faint rise of goosebumps trailing down her bare chest.

Caitlin stood entranced, every memory of the girl who’d stolen her heart as a teenager folding into this single, life-changing moment.

“Hey you,” Caitlin said, twisting her hands in front of her body.  

A gentle warm breeze rose from behind Gemma, nudging her closer to Caitlin in encouragement.

“Hi.” Gemma glanced at Caitlin, then at the easel beside her. “What…” Her voice drifted off, at a loss for words.  

“I took it the day I left our dorm.” Caitlin’s gaze remained fixed on Gemma. “I couldn’t leave it behind. Then I couldn’t part with it, hoping that one day I could look at it and smile, instead of remembering what I had lost.”

Gemma let her eyes sweep the framed collage—photos, ticket stubs, tiny handwritten love notes—then looked back at Caitlin, searching her face for an explanation.

Caitlin’s nerves thrummed, and she took a deep breath to fortify herself. When she inhaled Gemma’s signature woody cologne, the knot in her chest unwound, and a quiet certainty settled over her.

“When we were seventeen, we had just watched Midnight in Paris together, and you told me that declaring your love from the top of the Eiffel Tower at night was the most romantic thing a person could do.”

“You remember that?” Gemma interrupted.

“I remember everything about you, Gemma. I’ve known you were my destiny since we were just fifteen years old. I’ve made a lot of mistakes, but the one thing I got right was falling in love with you.”

Caitlin opened her left hand to reveal a gold, heart-shaped locket.

“Caitlin,” Gemma breathed out.

“I got this for your college graduation, but I never had the chance to give it to you.”

Gemma lifted the necklace and rubbed her thumb over the engraved writing on the front.

I love you.

“Open it,” Caitlin urged.

Gemma unclasped the tiny hinge, her face outshining the stars. 

“The first picture we ever took together,” she said softly.

The locket held a miniature, grainy flip-phone selfie from that fateful Thanksgiving weekend morning of junior year, both of them laughing, wrapped up in each other.

“Always & Forever.” Gemma’s voice cracked as her finger traced the inscription opposite the photo.

Her own eyes welling with tears, Caitlin said, “You are the most beautiful person I know, Gemma, inside and out. You told me you couldn’t trust me to stay this time, but I’m hoping this will prove it to you. I’m never going anywhere without you again.” 

The Eiffel Tower began to glitter, a thousand tiny lights waking at once, and slipped her hand into the cleavage of her dress. She drew out a sparkling ring and dropped to one knee.

“I vow to spend every minute I have left on this earth by your side, making sure you are happy and cared for. You are the other half of my soul, Gemma Quinn. I’ve been in love with you for fourteen years, and I’m going to be in love with you for the rest of my life.” Caitlin’s voice hitched. “Will you make me the luckiest woman alive and marry me?”

“Yes—oh my God, yes!” Gemma cried, hands clapping over her mouth as joyous tears spilled down her cheeks. “Always and forever, baby.” She laughed through the sobs.

Caitlin rose and slid the ring onto Gemma’s finger. The gold band bore two linked oval diamonds, fitted perfectly together like puzzle pieces. She cupped Gemma’s face and drew her in for a long-awaited kiss.

A rush of elation roared through Caitlin when Gemma’s lips met hers again.

When they finally broke for air, she watched as Gemma lifted her hand to the light to admire her ring.

“Eres mi todo.” Gemma threw her arms around Caitlin’s neck. “I love you. It’s always been you.”

Gemma claimed Cailtin’s mouth this time, a fierce, hungry kiss that stole her breath.

“Take your fiancée back to the hotel,” Gemma whispered into Caitlin’s lips. “We have a lot of lost time to make up for, and I want to show you exactly how much I love you.”


EPILOGUE

Seventeen Months Later

GEMMA WOKE EARLY THAT MORNING and made breakfast for Caitlin. Her favorite—pancakes, bacon, and scrambled eggs—a glass of champagne and a cup of coffee on the side.

Gemma tiptoed into their bedroom, waking Caitlin with a soft kiss on the forehead, and placed the breakfast tray across her lap.

“Aw, Squish, you didn’t have to do all this,” Caitlin said sleepily, rubbing her eyes.

“I wanted to. I thought we could have a lazy morning in bed together while we watch you get nominated.” Gemma kissed Caitlin again and returned to the kitchen for her own breakfast.

In less than two years, her life had been overturned, healed, and reformed. They had spent three intoxicating days in Paris—walking hand in hand along the Seine, sharing espresso and macaroons, and making love with the Eiffel Tower glittering outside their window. On their last night, Caitlin had revealed her plan to move to New York City. In fact, she and Lara had already begun packing with the hope that Gemma would accept her proposal.

Back in New York, they had started a proper life together. Hayley had helped sell Gemma’s apartment, upgrading the couple to a massive five-bedroom, six-thousand-square-foot brownstone in Greenwich Village.

Caitlin had decided to keep her home in Los Angeles to make their work trips a little bit easier. When she had flown back to LA to tie up loose ends, Gemma had stayed behind to prepare a surprise of her own. Roses, candles, and a personal chef had been waiting for Caitlin’s return. By the end of the evening, Gemma had reciprocated Caitlin’s proposal with the same ring she had saved since college, upgraded with a larger center diamond.

They’d savored the bliss of engagement, agreeing to postpone wedding plans until they had the chance to relearn each other through date nights, movie marathons, and constant, passionate intimacy. They had announced their engagement publicly during their Forbidden Love press tour, and audiences around the world had swooned, delighted to see Sarah and Kate’s love story unfold in real life. The film had ended up being the year’s biggest hit, and offers had flooded in for both actresses over the last few months.

By late January, Hollywood was deep in the rhythms of award season. Both Gemma and Caitlin had already won a Golden Globe and Critics’ Choice Award each, riding a wave of celebration and nervous excitement as Oscar nominations approached.

Gemma felt more anxious for Caitlin than for herself, remembering the bedroom ceremonies of their youth when Caitlin had pretended cheerleading trophies were Oscars—accepting her awards with a flourish and a speech about fulfilling her dreams.

She snuggled into Caitlin’s side as the TV flickered on and the live announcement of the Academy Award nominations for this year began.

The category for Best Supporting Actress came first, and Gemma held her breath as the host read the names.

“And… Gemma Quinn for her role in Forbidden Love.”

Caitlin erupted into cheers as Gemma’s vision blurred with joyful tears. She had never imagined getting an Oscar nomination for her work, but now it was real. She was thrilled, but the role had already brought Caitlin back, and that was the greatest win of her life.

“I’m so proud of you.” Caitlin leaned over, cupping Gemma’s face and pulling her in for a kiss.

Gemma was still reeling from the shock when the broadcast shifted, and Caitlin’s category began.

“Nominations for Best Actress are…” Caitlin squeezed Gemma’s hand as they waited for the woman to continue. “Caitlin Stone for her role in Forbidden Love.”

Thankfully, Gemma had already cleared both breakfast trays from the bed, so when she heard Caitlin’s name, she flung herself on top of her. Gemma straddled her fiancée and kissed her as if the gold statue was already hers.

“I knew you’d get it! I’m so happy for you, babe. You deserve it,” Gemma said genuinely.

Gemma hopped to her feet, grabbed both champagne flutes, and eased herself back into Caitlin’s lap.

“To our Oscar nominations, and to the movie that brought us back together. I love you more than anything, my future wife.” Gemma made the toast as she raised her glass.

With a quick clink, they sipped their drinks, then decided not to leave bed for the rest of the day. Gemma had her own celebratory plans that required no clothes and a lot of kissing.

HAYLEY BREWED COFFEE FOR ALL three of them that March morning as they sat around Caitlin’s old kitchen table in LA.

Caitlin had surprised Gemma by flying Hayley in for the weekend of the Oscars. Caitlin was Gemma’s official date, but her best friend would always be her plus one.

“Celebrate good times, come on!” Maddie burst through the front door, singing and dancing. She’d be joining them tonight at the Academy Awards as Caitlin’s plus one.

“It is way too early for you.” Hayley groaned.

“Aw, come on, Hay. What better time to sing ‘Celebration’ by Kool and the Gang than on the day our best friends are bound to win Oscars?!”

“Must we sing at all? And it’s Hayley to you,” she retorted.

Gemma and Caitlin couldn’t help but laugh—watching Maddie and Hayley bicker was like observing a tennis match.

Maddie moved behind Hayley, draping herself over her shoulders, and squeezed her into a hug.

Hayley winced but didn’t push Maddie away.

“Oh, but you know we’re best friends now. It’s inevitable with these two love birds getting married.” Maddie smiled, and Hayley’s usual scorn at being touched didn’t seem to appear.

After releasing Hayley, Maddie walked around the kitchen island to pour her own cup of coffee. As she lifted her mug, the steam curled between them, and Maddie’s eyes met Hayley’s across the counter.

Gemma watched, unable to look away as their gazes lingered far longer than what she would consider casual. She swore something was shifting between them.

Gemma glanced at Caitlin, who wore a matching expression that seemed to say, Did you see that?

The doorbell rang, and Hayley jumped, breaking out of her stare down with Maddie, and ran to the front door.

Hair and makeup teams poured in and started bustling around them, preparing all four for a night at the Oscars.

A few hours later, Gemma and Caitlin stepped into complementary Gucci looks. Gemma wore a black suit from the seventies runway with an oversized jacket fastened by two golden buttons and her bare chest exposed—just the way her fiancée liked it. Caitlin’s matching vintage Gucci dress hugged her curves in all the right places. When Gemma saw her, the same butterflies returned from when she had been fifteen. Only now, they held the electric certainty that Caitlin was already hers. 

She found she couldn’t resist running her hands along the curve of her future wife’s hip. “Whew, you look…” She wrapped her arms tighter around her waist. “You’re gorgeous.”

Caitlin’s fingers slipped around the back of Gemma’s neck, and she pressed a careful kiss to her lips, mindful of their freshly applied lipstick. Fortunately, their makeup artists had matched shades, so the two wouldn’t have to worry about blending them together when they inevitably kissed throughout the night.

“You look incredible, Gemma,” Caitlin breathed into her ear.

Sandy and Eve arrived, bright and efficient, prepared to escort everyone to the awards show. The two agents moved through the house like practiced partners, and Gemma wondered if the women had kept in touch since engineering Caitlin’s proposal.

“The couple of the century,” Sandy said, appreciating Gemma and Caitlin together before Eve chimed in, “You both look beautiful.”

“And look at the two of you.” Gemma raised her eyebrows. 

Before she could probe further, she saw her best friend enter the foyer out of the corner of her eye. “Damn,” she said to the room. “Hayley, what a smoke show.” 


Caitlin squeezed Gemma’s hand slightly and nodded, directing her attention across the room. Gemma followed her gaze to see Hayley already watching Maddie, who stood waiting in a red Hugo Boss suit, and felt a warm, private amusement at the way Hayley’s attention had shifted.

Maddie’s eyes boldly traveled the length of Hayley, letting everyone there know that she was staking her claim.

The six of them climbed into the white stretch limousine and headed to the Dolby Theater in Hollywood for the Ninety-Eighth Academy Awards.

As the show progressed toward the highest honors of the night, Gemma felt her nerves tighten in her stomach. When it was time for Best Supporting Actress, she drained the glass of champagne in front of her and watched the highlight clips with her heart stuttering in her chest.

“And the Oscar goes to…” The presenter opened the envelope, and Gemma thought she was going to throw up, squeezing Hayley’s hand on one side and Caitlin’s on the other. “Gemma Quinn—Forbidden Love.”

Caitlin swept her up into a fierce, trembling hug as a wave of disbelief and joy crashed over Gemma. Caitlin affectionately grabbed her face and kissed her, proud and bright-eyed, before Gemma turned to Hayley, who also pressed a quick kiss to her cheek.

Gemma hadn’t planned for this moment, so she didn’t have a speech prepared, but in the short walk to the microphone, she found words from her heart, messy and authentic, and gave the best speech she could.

As she wrapped up, she rushed, “Last but not least, I’d like to thank my co-star and effortlessly talented fiancée, Caitlin. You’re an incredible actress, sexy as hell…” She paused while the crowd whistled. “And I’ve loved you since the second I laid eyes on you. This is for us, my love.” She held up the Oscar and headed backstage.

Gemma slid back into her seat and threaded her fingers through Caitlin’s just in time for the next award—Best Actress. She could feel Caitlin’s knee bouncing as the movie clips rolled.

“And the Oscar goes to… Caitlin Stone—Forbidden Love.”

They both sprang to their feet, and Gemma kissed Caitlin deeply. She had finally won the Oscar she’d dreamed of since childhood.

Onstage, Caitlin found Gemma’s eyes in the crowd as she neared the end of her acceptance speech, voice wavering. “All that being said, I would not be here tonight if it weren’t for the woman who stood opposite me. Gemma, thank you for giving me the chance to play the greatest role of my life. I cannot wait to be your wife and spend the rest of my life adding scenes to our own story. I love you more than you’ll ever know.”

Gemma didn’t realize she was crying until a tear fell into her lap.

When the awards concluded, Gemma and Caitlin posed on the red carpet with their gold Academy Award statues, alongside McKenzie Ryan, who had won Best Director, and the producers who had won Best Picture.

As Gemma, Caitlin, Maddie, Hayley, Eve, and Sandy all made their way to the Governors Ball for the official after party, Caitlin pulled Gemma aside.

“Let’s go home and celebrate. Just the two of us.”

Gemma paused and looked at her. “You’ve been dreaming of this night since you were a little girl. Don’t you want to go to the party with everyone else?”

“Winning an Oscar is great and all…” Caitlin wore a smile of sheer ecstasy. “But you’re all I really ever wanted.” She kissed Gemma with a slow, deep hunger.

Gemma didn’t protest again.

Fingers intertwined, they said goodnight to their friends, and the others headed to the Governors Ball.

“Have fun, you two,” Gemma said, winking at Hayley and Maddie.

Before they could part ways, Gemma grabbed Hayley and murmured, “At least this time you know you’ll get her name right.”

Gemma laughed as Hayley rolled her eyes and shoved her into Caitlin. But Gemma caught the tips of Hayley’s mouth, fighting to turn up.

When Gemma slid onto the black leather seat in the back of the limousine, Caitlin turned to her. “Is it just me, or is there a vibe between Hayley and Maddie?”

“Oh, there’s definitely a vibe,” Gemma agreed, laughing.

A short ride later, they arrived back at their house in the Hollywood Hills, Gemma holding Caitlin’s free hand as they slid from the car and, trophies in tow, pulled her straight into the living room.

Caitlin was taken aback when she saw all the rose petals scattered on the floor, a bottle of Dom Perignon on ice beside two tall flutes, and a plate of chocolate-covered strawberries.

“How? When?” Caitlin asked, taking in the scene.

Gemma took their golden statues and placed them on the table, then led Caitlin to the couch. She switched on the fireplace, flames dancing to life as they stared into each other’s eyes.

Leaning forward to pour their champagne, Gemma finally said, “I asked the glam team to help me before they left.”

“But what if we hadn’t won?”

“Who cares?” Gemma said tenderly, settling the flute into Caitlin’s hand. “You’re my reason to celebrate.”

They clinked their glasses together as Caitlin made a toast to their awards, their love, and their future. They spent the rest of the night tangled in each other, polishing off the champagne with laughter that felt like home.

When Gemma slid her hands under Caitlin’s dress, up her legs, and over her thighs, they carried their celebration into the bedroom.

They undressed one another, worshiping each other slowly, savoring kisses and the sweet taste of chocolate as they fed one another strawberries. Gemma trailed her lips down her fiancée’s torso, exploring every inch as she moved lower.

Gemma’s tongue slowed into circles as Caitlin’s breath began to come faster. She would never stop loving this woman. And she didn’t, even as the first soft light of dawn eased across their bedroom, painting the quiet scene in a warm golden-yellow glow. 

Gemma and Caitlin moved as one, held tight in a perfect silence that spoke louder than any vow. Their bodies, entwined against the rising sun, were a simple and powerful testament to the storm they had weathered. A quiet promise of unwavering love.
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