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Part 1:


The Laws of Motion
An object in motion stays in motion, unless acted upon by an outside force




One.
Ellie Beckett was in her favorite pub the first time she saw Mia Sharpe.
She was twenty-five and it was just after eight at night. It was early September, just before her birthday, and they were in a damnable heatwave, even though it was only a few weeks from autumn in Massachusetts. 
Ellie was great at remembering details like that. 
The pub in question was her favorite place to be, due to the fact that it was a total fucking dive. And not, like, a trendy, hipster dive, but like… a genuine hole in the wall, with the only entrance being in a back alley.
She’d enrolled in college a year early at seventeen, and had been surrounded by college students nonstop ever since, given that she was now in her final year working on her PhD.
Cambridge was full of college students, given it being a home to MIT – Ellie’s drug of choice – as well as Harvard, Lesley… yadda yadda yadda. Education capital of the country and all.
So, it was great for her chosen profession. It was less great for the fact that she’d always been kind of a loner with issues making friends, and she did not want to hang out with most of the people she knew from university. Or most people in general. And honestly, it felt like they were everywhere.
Except for here at The Witching Hour. Her place.
It was popular enough for her to not feel like she was a lone weirdo holding the establishment up, but not so popular that she couldn’t hear herself think. The floor was dirty, the beer was cheap, and the fried pickles were delicious. Most of all, though, it was a haven for her to simply be.
And Megan, the bartender, always let Ellie stake a claim to her own seat at the bar and exist there for hours while she did her research a few times a week.
She didn’t have what most people would call a thriving social life, but then again, she never had. Mostly, it revolved around hanging out with Riley – her twin sister – and Riley’s band of friends whenever the occasion brought them together. Sometimes, she had get togethers with Dominic, her advisor/mentor, but, according to Riley, she wasn’t allowed to count him as part of her “social circle.”
Oh, and Megan. But Riley always gave her an exasperated look whenever Ellie referred to Megan as her friend.
Overall, Ellie was generally content with the way everything had turned out in the last few years. Things were good. She was good.
The pub was good. Tame and lowkey, Ellie enjoyed being there by herself a couple days a week. She enjoyed having a single drink on her nights there, always taking a long deliberation before making her decision. She’d brought Riley a handful of times, but… not often.
This place, it was hers. She even had the barstool with her name on it.
Okay, so it didn’t actually, but she always sat in the same one every time since she’d wandered in three years ago. And the one time Ellie had sat in another seat, Megan had mocked her about being in the wrong place and had feigned not recognizing her.
Ellie took that to heart.
And Ellie was sitting right there, in her spot where the stool faced the door, when she walked right in.
The woman’s hair was long and dark, falling loosely over her shoulders, as she wore a buttoned-up linen shirt, tucked into a tight pair of jeans. Her hands were slipped into the back pockets of said jeans, and her hips swayed with confidence as she walked.
It should have been funny that she seemed like she owned the room, really, because she had to have stood at just over five feet, if an inch. But her eyes took in every single nook and cranny, measuring everything and everyone – Ellie included – and she emanated such an aura that she knew exactly who she was and where she was and that she wasn’t afraid of anything.
She wasn’t alone, either; she was followed by a small group of people – mostly men, with one other woman – who were a little rowdy.
Ellie wasn’t entirely certain why, but she couldn’t look away. There was just a feeling in the pit of her stomach like she could barely breathe, and it was… unfamiliar.
Ellie didn’t really care much for the unfamiliar. It was why she loved science and didn’t exactly mind being alone. Everything in this crazy fucking world made sense when you were able to rationalize it and study it in scientific terms.
And people didn’t really like that about her, historically.
“First round’s on me,” she heard the woman say to her cohort, before she started that strut right over to the bar.
And Ellie diverted her gaze down into her notebook just in time for the woman to come to the bar. Far, far closer to Ellie than was typical for people.
Part of the reason Ellie liked her seat was because of how far off to the side it was; no one ever even stood near her when they ordered drinks. Because it would be inconvenient for them.
But this woman did. She stood one stool distance away. So, she wasn’t right up in Ellie’s business, but it was marginally closer than most people ever came unless it was super busy. She froze with the proximity, staring intently down at her notes, but not actually seeing them.
“Hey, can I ask what you’re drinking?” The woman’s voice sounded even better without having to carry all the way through the pub. Ellie didn’t quite know how that made sense, but it somehow did – she sounded clear and purposeful, with a register a little huskier than Ellie’s own.
Ellie froze, staring intently down at her notes, trying to make herself focus. The woman likely wasn’t talking to her, why would she be?
Focus. Just another eight months left in her PhD and that was it. The notes she was working on for her dissertation for her next meeting with Dominic were important and –
“Excuse me, I’m sorry,” the woman’s voice cut in again, this time a little closer. Close enough that they still weren’t touching, but it was unmistakable who she was talking to. Ellie froze again. “Just – your drink. What is it?”
Ellie slowly turned to look at her, blinking widely. “Me?”
The woman gave her a slow smile. And when she grinned, dimples popped and… just, wow.
“Unless you’d prefer for me to fuck off. That’s fine, too.”
Usually when she was approached in the bar, she did want the approach-er to fuck right off. But normally it was a creepy dude who thought he was being clever or charming or whatever. And they never, ever offered to.
She didn’t realize she hadn’t spoken, until the woman’s smile slowly dimmed and those dimples disappeared. “Got it. Sorry. I’ll go order over there.” She tilted her head toward the front of the U-shaped bar.
Ellie’s eyes widened as the woman turned and took a step, and she spluttered out, “I-it’s a Widow Jane.”
The woman stopped.
“Bourbon.”
“Bourbon,” the woman said at the same time, and for some reason, it made Ellie snap her jaw shut, her cheeks burning. “Awesome. I thought that’s what you were drinking, but I wasn’t sure.” She shrugged, re-tucking her hands into her pockets. “I really like something when I can just sip on it? I’m kind of always looking for the single perfect drink when I go out.” A self-deprecating grin flashed over her face. “Trust me, I know it’s stupid.”
Ellie only blinked at her, lightly – nervously, she realized – tapping her pen against her notebook. But she was… well, she was surprised. Because she felt the same way. Riley commented about whether it was healthy or not to hang out in a pub at the bar, but Ellie wasn’t there to drink in excess.
It – well, it definitely wasn’t something anyone else had ever had in common with her, not that she’d found.
“If, uh, you want bourbon, they also have a really good Maker’s Mark 46.” She cleared her throat, before cutting her gaze back to her notes when the woman’s eyes stayed on her.
The woman opened her mouth to speak, but Ellie never got to hear whatever the words were, as Megan appeared on the other side of the bar. “Can I help you?” She asked slowly, running her eyes back and forth between them.
Ellie bit the inside of her lip and kept her head ducked down, curtaining her long, sunny blonde curls over her whole face.
“Yeah, sorry,” the woman ordered a variety of drinks Ellie assumed were for her group, before she finished by saying, “And a glass of the Widow Jane, neat.”
She smiled to herself, hunching her shoulders up around her notebook. But she liked that the woman was getting what she was drinking, that she seemed to get Ellie on that little, weird thing. That was new.
“Thanks for the rec,” the woman said to her, as she reached out and took the tray Megan had served up for her to take back to her table.
“Erm, yeah,” Ellie managed, with a jerky shrug, not looking back up.
It felt… too weird. She didn’t know.
She didn’t look up from her notes again for a solid ten minutes, sending a fleeting look across the pub to where the woman was sitting. She’d pulled up a chair at the end of a long booth, and the chair was backwards while the woman straddled it, laughing at something someone said, while she delicately traced her fingers over the top of the glass of bourbon. Their shared drink of the evening.
The thought made her rip her gaze away… landing right on Megan on the other side of the bar.
“What?” She asked, a defensive feeling settling in her stomach at the lifted eyebrow of her bartender.
Megan grinned. “Nothing.”
Whatever. Ellie shook her head and took a hold of her pen, forcing herself to not look toward the back of the room again.
It was the first time she saw the woman, but far from the last.
Because Dimples, as Ellie started to refer to her in her head, returned to the pub only a week later. She’d waited for it – for her to approach again – the next time she saw Dimples. She held her breath and her stomach had clenched in anticipation, and she wondered if she should mentally prepare a conversation rebuff: sorry, I’m a little busy or I’m working on something really important, should she say what she was working on? But, it didn’t really matter in the end.
Because Dimples didn’t approach her again the second time she came in.
Or the third time, a few days after that. Or the fourth time, the week after.
She was a regular before Ellie even realized it, almost as regular as Ellie herself. Maybe just as much of a regular, really, even if sometimes their nights at The Witching Hour didn’t coincide.
“She was here Tuesday,” Megan casually informed her as Ellie sipped a coke one night while she was poring over the Encyclopedia of Biomaterials to work into her annotations.
“What? Who?” Ellie asked, furrowing her brow as she ran a hand through her hair.
She’d just had it cut, so the thick, buoyant curls that were often the bane of her existence now settled right above her shoulders to be slightly more manageable.
“The woman? With the dimples? Dark hair? You were just looking over in the corner where she likes to hang out?” Megan arched an eyebrow at her.
Ellie shot her a confused look. “I was not.”
“You were.”
“No, I wasn’t. I think I’d know if I was looking for someone. I don’t even know whoever it is that you’re talking about.” With that, Ellie propped her elbow on the bar and buried her face against her hand and she slumped down closer to her book.
She wasn’t looking.
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Just because Ellie wasn’t looking for Dimples at the pub, though, didn’t mean she never noticed her. They were two different things.
She could be a very observant person, after all.
And it didn’t take a super observant person, anyway, to notice that Dimples never came back to the bar with the group of people she’d come in with the first night.
Sometimes she came back alone, but more often than not, she brought a woman.
Scratch that – she brought women.
At first, Ellie kind of marveled at it. At the idea of having so many friends, people that you seemed to genuinely want to spend time with. Who wanted to genuinely spend time with you. And it always looked so easy for her.
She’d stuck with that idea until she’d seen Dimples back one of her “friends” into the wall, both arms on either side of the other woman, caging her there. But the other woman was smiling, not seeming to mind in the least…
Before Dimples rocked up and kissed her.
It only lasted a few seconds, but the playful smile before it, the teasing lilt of Dimples’ head… it made Ellie’s stomach clench, her eyes go wide, and her cheeks heated, because oh.
It made more sense, then, why the women who accompanied Dimples swapped out so often. Because they weren’t just friends at all.
It made less sense for Ellie as to why she felt the need to down her scotch instead of savoring it, before burying her head right into her book and not looking up again, trying to calm the feeling in the pit of her stomach.
This was a feeling she couldn’t quantify, at all. It wasn’t like it made a difference to her whether Dimples was straight or gay or bi or – whatever she defined herself as. Ellie was straight, plus she didn’t even know the woman.
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She was playing pool when she finally met Dimples, on a chilly night in early December. 
It wasn’t that she really wanted to be playing pool, but her usual seat had been taken at the bar when she’d come in a half hour ago, and normally, she didn’t ever come to The Witching Hour on Tuesdays. It wasn’t part of the routine, and that threw her off a little bit, in general.
She wouldn’t even be there, if Riley hadn’t staunchly insisted Ellie leave their shared apartment.
“El, you haven’t left our apartment in over four days,” Riley had said, taking a hold of her shoulders and staring her in the eye. Identical twins as they were, no one had ever had trouble telling them apart.
Riley hadn’t worn her hair in its natural curly state in… Ellie didn’t know how long. She’d been getting it treated at a salon routinely ever since they’d been in high school, and she always dressed stylishly, wearing makeup to match.
Ellie stared into green eyes, identical to her own, as she’d refuted, “I have, too.”
Riley arched a disbelieving eyebrow.
“I took the trash out yesterday. And picked up snacks on Sunday.”
“Taking the trash right outside and going to the convenience store across the street doesn’t count! You need a breather. You can come out with me and Gianna?” She offered, giving Ellie one of her trademark, sunny smiles.
“Yeah, come with us!” Gianna, Riley’s best friend since they’d met at freshmen orientation in college, had called from where she was laying on their couch. She’d twisted around to face Ellie. “I can get you in like that.” Gianna snapped her fingers.
She was a social media influencer and she could get them in… anywhere, basically.
But the idea of going to the new club Riley and Gianna were dying to get into, squeezing into the underground space with tons of other people… it made Ellie shudder. She shook her head. “I think I’m going to definitely pass.”
Riley shook her shoulders. “You’ve been holed up here worrying about your final thesis defense for days! Your thesis is brilliant! Science is all you think about! You need to take a break or your brain is going to literally turn into mush.”
“Literally turn into mush? Is that a scientific term?” She’d joked.
Riley didn’t budge.
Instead, she’d made puppy eyes at Ellie, beseeching, “Just take one night off this week, just a few hours. It’s not healthy, Ellie! Take a break away from your books and your notebooks and your laptop and do anything else. You know I get worried when you get like this.”
She always had worried about Ellie when she got super focused. Too focused, she supposed. She always had been, but it had gotten even worse when their dad had died when they’d been eighteen.
Which had led to Ellie’s hospitalization the year later, after six months of not eating or sleeping enough, pushing herself as hard as she could. As much as she could to distract herself from how shitty life had felt.
In the years since, she’d been better, and set breaks and limits for herself. Which Riley enforced if she felt Ellie wasn’t doing it enough on her own.
And since there was an extremely small list of people who could actually get Ellie to bend to their will, and her sister was on that list twice, Ellie had sighed and left her books at home. She figured she’d hang out at the pub for a little over an hour – long enough that her sister would be long gone and out enjoying herself – before she went back.
“Hey. Can I possibly interest you in some friendly competition?” A voice shook her out of her thoughts. “All of the other tables are pretty full.”
“You can have it.” She was already shaking her head as she looked up, intending to give the table up and leave soon, anyway. “Here you can have my–”
Her breath caught in her throat, eyes widening when she saw Dimples, and like, dimples. Those deep creases in both cheeks, smiling up at her. Right here, up close and personal.
All of her other words completely fled from her vocabulary, and she could only stare.
Dimples continued to smile up at her. “I can have your…?”
Ellie quickly offered her pool cue, so fast she nearly struck the other woman in the head with it. Luckily, the woman seemed to have the reflexes of a cat and she dodged it. “Sorry! I… um, I just, you can use the table. I’m sure you, uh,” she cleared her throat and flicked her gaze beyond Dimples’ shoulder, “You’ll probably want some privacy…” she trailed off, trying to spot who Dimples might have brought with her tonight.
But she didn’t see any attractive women around, looking like they were waiting on their date.
She didn’t see anyone that Dimples was giving any attention to, except for her.
“No, I was actually hoping you’d want to play against me. It’s okay if you don’t want to; I get it.”
Ellie felt paralyzed and tongue-tied and the fact that she couldn’t quite calibrate why exactly that was, messed her up.
Still, she managed to find words when those dimples started to dim. “Yeah! That’s okay. Playing pool together, I mean. That would be okay.” She continued to offer her pool cue – manners.
The other woman reached out and the tip of her index finger slid along the underside of Ellie’s hand as she wrapped her fingers around the cue, then… stayed there. She looked at Ellie with a small head tilt, before she offered her other hand. “Mia Sharpe. I’ve seen you around here a lot.”
Mia Sharpe. She really liked the way that fit.
She slid her hand into Mia’s, a little surprised at the serious calluses on her hand. An intriguing combination of soft and rough. 
“Beckett. Eleanor Beckett.” She frowned. What?! Was she some sort of, of fictional action hero? She’d never even seen those movies! And Eleanor? “Ellie. No one calls me Eleanor, except for my mom, sometimes, so, it’s just Ellie.” She took a sip from the water she had resting on the high top next to them, trying to cool herself down and simultaneously quell her confusion as to what Dimples – no, Mia, was doing talking to her. “I’ve seen you around here, too.”
She downed the rest of her water, giving herself a moment to wonder if that was weird to admit. But, it should be fine? Because Mia admitted it first.
Mia only grinned at her, arching an eyebrow as she gestured toward the pool table. “So, a game?”
Ellie racked the balls quickly, before gesturing safely this time, with the new cue she’d grabbed. “You can start.”
Mia stepped up to the table and set up her shot to break… which did very little. She seemed extremely unperturbed by the fact that she barely made a difference to the set up as she stepped back. “Your turn?”
Ellie bit her lip and nodded, feeling the nerves settle in her stomach. She was, well, a lot better at this than Mia. Should she take it easy on her?
The thought made her frown as she lined up her shot – she never took it easy on someone playing pool. Never hide your talents, her dad used to say. Why did this make her so nervous?
Closing her eyes to take in a deep breath, she focused solely on the task at hand and blocked out everything else. She was good at that.
And by the time she missed a shot, she’d sunk six out of seven solids.
Only when she backed away from the table did she allow herself to look at Mia again. Her eyebrows were lifted in a look that was obviously impressed. That was also new. “Wow. You really know what you’re doing, here.”
Ellie dug her teeth into her bottom lip as she shrugged. “I mean, it’s just science and math.”
Mia leaned her cue against the table and perched herself against the small high top across from Ellie, dark eyes glinting up at her in question. “How so?”
Like a match ignited inside of her, Ellie nodded vigorously. “I mean, at the root of pool is physics, right? It’s an elastic collision of equal masses, so we’re just working with the laws of momentum and energy.” She reached out and took one of the balls remaining on the table, holding it up. “See, this ball is going to be in motion.”
She slid the ball toward another, making them crash. “The amount of force I use creates the momentum that this ball is going to use to crash into the other one, and because of the conservation of momentum, the exact momentum of the first ball has to then be transferred to the second. And in terms of the conservation of energy – well, the balls only have as much energy as you give them.”
She slid the ball again, harder, making the collision more intense. “The laws of physics dictate how much I’m in total control, here. Boiling down to a science, all you have to do is figure out the force needed to get the right momentum. And then, logistically, it’s only a game of geometry from there, in terms of the angles you need to…”
She trailed off, quickly taking her hand off of the pool table, only realizing in that moment how caught up she’d been in her explanation. Embarrassed, she put her hands behind her back, clasping them together as she cleared her throat. “Anyway. That’s pool. But I guess I ruined our game,” she gestured at the table, where she’d clearly tampered with the placement of the balls. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” She was more than a bit crestfallen that she’d ruined it.
Almost afraid to look at Mia, she peeked out of the corner of her eyes.
But instead of looking annoyed or giving her the look she’d gotten in her youth of you’re a fucking weirdo, Mia had her chin propped in her hand, and her pink lips were curled into a small grin.
“You know, I really never thought of pool like that. But I guess it makes a lot of sense. And don’t worry about the game,” Mia waved her other hand toward the table, “Clearly, I was losing miserably, so you did me a favor.”
She let out a laugh that had Ellie laughing, too, even though she didn’t quite know why.
“Well, where I come from, loser buys drinks. Can I get you something?” Mia tilted her head toward the bar, where Ellie noticed her seat was now empty.
Even though Ellie knew she had plans to go back to her and Riley’s apartment and keep working on getting ready for her thesis meeting, she found that she couldn’t say no. She didn’t want to. That was such a surprising first for her, that she could only nod.
Making their way to the bar, Mia looked up at Ellie. “What’s your poison tonight?”
“I’ll just take a Guinness Draught.”
“Two, please,” Mia said to Megan, who had sidled over to her side of the bar when she must have seen them coming.
Ellie slid into her seat as Megan placed their bottles in front of them, shooting Ellie an encouraging look that she didn’t quite understand. She frowned at her bartender in question, only to have her attention immediately pulled back to Mia, as if magnetized to her.
“Funny thing, you were in the pub the first night I came in; I remember you sitting right here. We spoke, very briefly.” Mia gestured at her stool as she adjusted in her seat, balancing her feet on the bar at the bottom of the stool and knocking their knees lightly together.
Ellie felt herself flush, either from the contact or the comment, she didn't know. 
She took a sip, playing lightly with the label on her bottle. “Um, yeah. This…”
“It’s her seat,” Megan supplied with a grin, before she turned to serve the people at the other end of the bar.
Ellie huffed out a breath at her back, and she could feel Mia’s amused eyes on her. “I’m not, like, a lush or anything. I just…” She shook her head, feeling her curls bounce with the motion. “Anyway… I think, I remember that night you came in, a few months ago? With a group of people.”
She aimed for super casual, and she really, really hoped she achieved it.
Dark brown eyes seemed to sparkle up at her in the slightly dimmed lighting of the pub. “You remember that?”
Her fingers made a tear in the label. “Yeah, sure. It’s not every day that big groups of people wander in here.” She totally lied. It wasn’t every day, but Ellie would be hard-pressed to ever remember any other group of people. “It… makes an impression.”
By it she meant you, but she didn’t know how to say that and definitely didn’t think she should.
“Huh. For observant people, I guess.” Mia took a sip of her drink and leaned in a little closer and a hint of a warm citrus-y scent hit Ellie, as she froze with the enhanced proximity. She held Mia’s gaze, though, entirely confused and enthralled in equal measure as Mia whispered, “All right, Ellie-not-Eleanor Beckett. I need to know.” She leaned in even closer, leaving only inches between them, as Ellie sat shock-still.
“What in the world are you always working on when you come in here?” Mia’s face lit up in a dimple-popping smile as she leaned back, her voice returning to normal volume.
Ellie’s eyebrows lifted as her mind scrambled a bit because – Mia had noticed her. Her. Even though she was usually with other people – on dates.
She realized Mia was giving her an expectant look long moments later, and she averted her gaze to the bar top, her leg bouncing against the stool. “I’m working on my PhD, in biomedical engineering. I’m over halfway done with my thesis, so that’s usually what I’m working on here. And at home. And the lab.”
“At MIT,” Mia supplied.
That stopped Ellie up, surprised. “How’d you know?”
Mia winked, using her bottle to gesture at Ellie. “You’re wearing the sweatshirt, so I figured I’d take an educated guess. Tell me more about your PhD.”
Ellie brushed her hair behind her ear. “It’s – it’s not all that interesting. I mean, it is to me? But Riley, my sister, she’s told me that I need to figure out other conversational topics and figure out how to pare down my shop talk.”
Mia’s hand landed on her forearm as she rambled, warm even through her sweatshirt. Ellie’s gaze landed on it, staring, as Mia’s thumb rubbed against her arm. “Well, I’m asking for the details. I’m interested. Will I be able to follow everything? Maybe not,” she flashed a grin, then gestured for Ellie to keep going. “But I think there’s a good chance I’ll be learning something new tonight, and I like that.”
She nodded and tried to tamp down on her excitement at the topic and at her audience of one who, for some reason, wanted to hear it. “My thesis, and all of my lab work, is concentrated around mapping genomics and using genomic research in furthering the ability to assist in creating organs from biomaterials.”
She glanced at Mia, who still seemed interested, and it sparked inside of her all over again.
By the time she was done with explaining her thesis, over forty minutes had passed, and she had a few pieces of paper and a sharpie that she’d borrowed from Megan – of all the nights not to have her notebook! – covering the bar in front of them, where she’d drawn out examples of the genome mapping she was working on, as well as how the use of biomaterials could work.
Ellie, herself, learned a lot of things over the hour following her science word vomit.
She learned that Mia really didn’t find science boring, that she’d given Ellie a look that looked honest and impressed, as she’d smiled self-deprecatingly. “Well, I only have an associate’s degree in fire technology, but you managed to make it all sound… actually, pretty interesting.”
“Fire technology?”
“It’s kind of the beginning step to becoming a firefighter. It’s not necessarily a requirement, but you can really never have too much knowledge.”
“I so agree,” she nodded emphatically, turning completely in her stool to face Mia. She looked her up and down, taking note – not for the first time – that she was several inches shorter than Ellie’s own five foot six. “You’re a firefighter?”
“Don’t knock me just because I’m small,” Mia quipped, arching a challenging eyebrow at Ellie.
She shook her head quickly. “No, no, I wasn’t… I only–”
Mia laughed, kicking her foot lightly against Ellie’s. “I’m messing with you; everyone sees me and thinks the same thing. But, truck engineer at Engine 7, at your service. Engineer as in, I have to know that rig up and down; not engineer as in creating human organs from dust.”
Ellie snorted out a laugh.
She learned that Mia was two years older than her, having just turned twenty-eight last month, in November, that she loved hiking as much as Ellie did, and that her favorite movies were the horror flicks that she loved and Riley refused to let them watch during movie nights together.
She learned that when Ellie spoke animatedly about science again, mentioning that she’d be finishing her PhD a full year early, that Mia would call her a nerd, but with a wide, warm smile and no mockery.
She learned that Mia was impressed with her, and she learned that she liked that. It was a very full night. 
Ellie didn’t know for sure that night that they would become friends, but she did know at the end of the night, that it wasn’t the end of them hanging out. Because Mia smoothly put her number into Ellie’s phone and challenged her to a game of pool the following night, too.
And in a first for Ellie? She actually was looking forward to it.




Two.
Ellie had never been nervous to show up to The Witching Hour before. It was her place. One of the only places she didn’t feel nervous – her apartment, her lab, and her pub.
But she’d never been meeting someone there, either. And meeting new people often made Ellie feel a bit off-kilter, like she should burrow into herself and hide from her usual tongue-tied feeling.
She didn’t get a chance to feel off-kilter the second night she met with Mia, though.
Instead, Mia welcomed her into the pub with a grin and an exclamation of, “Hey, you came!” as she stood next to a pool table. The same one they’d sort-of played at the night before.
The jangle of nerves that had tangled in her stomach all afternoon, even as she’d tried to focus at the lab, settled in the oddest sensation. Ellie was relieved, even as she wanted to frown at that. She needed to reflect on those feelings, later. Study them.
For now, she was going to be glad. It wasn’t hard to smile in the face of Mia’s, as she approached the table. “I told you I would? I don’t normally say I’m going to do something unless I really intend to do it.”
“I can definitely see that about you. And, I’ll be honest, I love that in a woman.”
Feeling inordinately pleased at the comment, she put her hoodie over the back of the chair at the high-top table and then took her jacket off and hung that off the chair as well. 
Mia arched an eyebrow at her. “I get that it’s December and all, but you know you’re already wearing a sweatshirt, right?”
There was no judgment in her tone, still, and Ellie relaxed into the fact. “Oh, well. Yeah. I know. But I run cold.”
Mia’s bomber jacket – definitely not winter-ready – was hung over the opposite chair and she was wearing a tight henley with the sleeves pushed up, tucked into high-waisted black jeans, her long dark hair tied back into a high ponytail. Ellie blushed and ran her eyes back to Mia’s, who tilted her head as her smile slowly returned. “I run hot.”
“Yeah,” Ellie nodded, before she realized it, and frowned at herself. What?
She felt so ridiculously relieved when Mia only gestured to the table. “You ready?”
Ellie slowly reached for a pool cue before she paused. “Are you sure you want to? Have you played pool before?”
Mia laughed, the sound so bright, it could have lit up the whole pub, as she nudged her shoulder against Ellie’s arm. “Ha-ha. Yes, I have, thank you. And I’m well aware that I could… be better. Tonight, you’re teaching me how to be better.”
“I didn’t realize I was giving lessons.”
“I’ll buy you a drink and some apps.”
“I would have done it for free.” Ellie grinned victoriously, “But it’s too late to back out now.”
Mia held her hands up. “I wouldn’t, either way.”
By the time they were on their second game, Ellie realized that either she couldn’t give instructions that well or Mia just didn’t grasp it that well. It could be either one, and she shook her head. “No, it’s… you…”
She huffed out a breath at her inability to properly communicate what she needed to say.
Mia gave her a look over her shoulder. “What am I doing wrong here?”
Ellie took a step forward before she realized what she was doing. Close to Mia, very close, before her nerves set in and she froze. “Do you – um – mind?”
Mia shook her head. “Not at all.”
Ellie nodded and stepped up behind her, and when her thighs bumped into the back of Mia’s, she had to pause to let out a shaky breath. Shaking herself out of it – sure, it had been a while since she’d had human contact that wasn’t a hug from Riley, but still – she took a deep breath and bent over Mia’s back. She did her best to keep contact light; she was sure Mia didn’t want her, like, all over her, but some of it couldn’t be helped. 
Biting her bottom lip, she placed her hands over Mia’s, noting how absolutely soft they were. Small, too, as Ellie’s were definitely larger, and she had to wonder about Mia’s firefighter job. She had to be capable, there were definitely tests for that – Ellie had done some light research the night before on what it took to become a firefighter and what the job entailed, but if they were going to keep being friends, she had to do way more. 
She felt Mia take in a deep breath, her back pressing against Ellie’s chest and she coughed with the way it sent her stomach spiraling. 
“Uh. Right. Here. Like this.” She instructed and used her own hips to shift Mia’s stance, and slid Mia’s hands to the right place, as she bent her arms to what she believed was the right angle. 
She didn’t remember the last time she’d been this close to anyone, she thought, as her heart stuttered in her chest, and her neurons seemed to go crazy as Mia shot her a grin over her shoulder. 
Ellie shook her head quickly and frowned as she quickly moved back. “There. You… you should do it better now.”
By the end of their third game, as they paused to move to the bar and eat, Mia improved slightly, but didn’t seem to mind that she didn’t do that well at all.
“This was fun.” The words fell from Ellie’s lips before she even realized it, breaking the comfortable silence as she wrapped both hands around her beer.
She marveled at the fact that the silence was comfortable. That in and of itself was such a rarity. 
“Why do you sound surprised?” Mia raised her eyebrows, an easy smile falling from her lips. “Should I be concerned? Offended?”
Ellie ran her fingers through the condensation left in a ring on the table. “I don’t mean like, surprised, I guess.” Not after they’d had a good, not awkward time the night before. “I just, don’t do this often.” She gestured between them.
She didn’t know what exactly it was that she’d said that made Mia tilt her head up at her with a considering smile. But it was a nice look.
“I kind of got that impression.” Before Ellie could think about it too much, Mia held up her hands. “So not in a negative way. The opposite, really.” Mia rolled her lips. “So… I’m somewhat new around here and don’t know a ton of places yet, outside of the very nearby area. Anywhere you have in mind for a good night out?”
“Night out?” She parroted in confusion.
“Like, a date.” Mia clarified. “Somewhere you like, other than the pub, however great it may be here. There’s a few holiday-specific things coming up, but…”
She frowned and scoffed out a laugh, mostly at herself. “If I don’t do this that much, you can imagine how little I date. Besides, it, um, kind of seems like you have that all under control?”
She tilted her head to the corner of the pub where Mia usually hung out with her dates – near the darts, rather than the pool tables – as she felt her cheeks heat in a blush. “It seems like you, uh, do pretty well. You know, with the women and everything. I mean, they always seem like they’re having a good time.”
Mia’s light, teasing smile that she’d worn for most of the night had slipped into a small frown, as if she’d stolen Ellie’s confusion from her, as her eyes searched Ellie’s own.
It made Ellie feel that much more self-conscious as she shuffled her feet a bit. “It’s interesting, I guess, that you don’t bring them here that much, other than once or twice.” She cringed at herself; was that okay to mention? Was it weird? She needed a save. “Even that group you came in with the first night, you don’t… well, you’ve never come back with them, either.”
Mia seemed to recover from whatever had been on her mind as she took a long pull of her beer, and then put it down and rubbed her forehead roughly, as she let out a laugh that Ellie couldn’t quite get. “Ah, yeah. They – the group I came in with the first night – are my engine crew; we work on shift together. We actually came out that night to celebrate my first shift there.”
Ellie only realized in that moment, at the second casual comment about how long Mia had been in town, that even though they’d hung out for over two hours the night before, Mia hadn’t really shared many facts about herself.
“Where’d you move here from? I mean, I’m not from here, necessarily, myself; I grew up in Green Ridge, in Vermont. There’s a population of less than a thousand people, but it’s the biggest mountain resort in New England, so, that’s why anyone’s actually heard of it. I mean, my mom and dad are – were…” She bit her lip, caught up the way she usually got when her dad came up. “So, I’m not from here here, either. But New England, still.”
Mia’s eyebrows were raised, but she was giving Ellie a soft smile at the end of her accidental tangent. “I moved here from L.A., about a week before the first time I came to The Witching Hour in September. Put in for a transfer, did all of the paperwork, and then–” She snapped her fingers. “Here I was. Did my first official shift the week I moved, came to The Witching Hour with the guys, and the rest is history.”
Her tone wasn’t short, but it was… final?
“And you like The Witching Hour but don’t want to come back with the guys,” she summarized. “You don’t like them?”
Mia paused for a moment, before she shook her head. “No, I do. I mean, I’m on shift with them for days at a time, and I – literally – trust them with my life. Plus, there’s no sexist bullshit I was a little worried about at the start, either, which is a huge plus. But, I guess outside of the job, I never really played well with others.”
And Ellie could empathize with that. “I don’t, either.”
They shared a grin as Mia tipped her bottle out for Ellie to clink with her own.
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Ellie figured a few things about Mia over the next month.
The first, was that she kept showing up to The Witching Hour, which Ellie was ridiculously relieved by. Without any dates in tow, either, seemingly just to hang out with Ellie, which she was more than relieved by. 
Second, whatever she was drinking, Mia would usually have the same. A coke, a whiskey, a water, a beer – she wasn’t picky and she always looked effortlessly cool when she held up two fingers for Megan. “I trust your taste,” she’d said as she bumped her shoulder with Ellie’s.
Third, she was the most attentive person Ellie had ever met.
She learned that over nights playing pool and kicking Mia’s ass – even when she tried to let Mia win! She learned it over nights of Mia sitting with her while she talked about her thesis and lab work. She learned it over nights of Mia falling into the stool next to Ellie’s and regaling her with the stories of her most recent shift at the station. 
Fourth, Mia was always reticent around sharing her personal information.
And she was so good about ducking personal questions that Ellie didn’t even realize until she told Riley about her.
“El, I know you like your alone time and you love hanging out at the pub – and that’s great. But it’s been, like, a month since you’ve gone out with actual people.” Riley stood in her doorway, arms crossed, as if Ellie would try to barrel by her.
Ellie hesitated as she combed her fingers through her hair, before she cleared her throat. “Um. Well. I’m not alone, at the pub.”
“Megan doesn’t count!”
“It’s not Megan! It’s – her name is Mia. We’re…” She hesitated to call them friends; sure, they hung out a couple times a week for the last three weeks, but… “We’re hanging out.”
Riley sat on the edge of her bed, excitement and shock written all over her face. She didn’t have to voice her surprise; they both knew that Ellie hadn’t really hung out with someone who wasn’t a lab partner in… embarrassingly long. “Tell me!”
So, Ellie did. All of it. In a tumble of words, Riley’s excitement ratcheting up her own.
“She sounds great,” Riley said, her trademark bright smile in place even with the surprise still in her eyes.
“She is,” she quickly agreed.
“You said she’s new around here? Where’s she from?”
“L.A.”
“An L.A. native?”
Ellie hesitated; she didn’t actually know. She’d asked once, over pool, and Mia had seamlessly changed the topic to Ellie’s own hometown without Ellie even realizing it until much later.
“Why’d she move here?” Riley asked and Ellie paused again.
She hadn’t asked this, but… she wasn’t sure Mia would tell her, if she did.
The idea of it made her frown and her stomach churned. Mia always listened to her, but she never shared anything much about herself, and she wasn’t sure what that made them, but she didn’t think it was exactly friends.
Riley must have sensed her quandary, as she reached out jostled Ellie’s shoulder with her own. “It doesn’t matter!” Her sister shifted so she could wrap her arms around Ellie in an enthusiastic embrace. “You go out and have fun!”
Riley bounced out of her room, leaving Ellie feeling far less bouncy.
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Ellie was in her MIT sponsored lab a week later when that doubt was put to bed, and she learned that they were friends. Like actual friend friends, who hung out more than at a pub whenever they had a free night.  
She was leaning over her lab table, scribbling notes with one hand while absently counting her microscope slides by brushing over them with her index finger, and she hadn’t even realized someone entered the room.
Until a throat cleared, and in spite of having a sister who’d found it hilarious to sneak up on her throughout their entire childhood, and sometimes still to this day, she jumped.
Her collection of slides clattered together as her hand knocked into them and annoyance zipped through her as Ellie took a deep breath and turned. “This is a private–”
As soon as her eyes landed on Mia, the rest of her admonishment, her annoyance, faded away to nothing.
Instead, she was just – surprised.
“Mia? What are you doing here?”
And Mia was in uniform, which… Ellie had never seen her in before – it’s not like Mia wore it to the bar. But she was in dark blue pants that showcased her butt and the matching long-sleeved shirt that made her look all professional, her hair swept up into a high ponytail and… and it just, it looked good. She had an official jacket that was so oversized it only accentuated how form-fitting the rest of her outfit was. 
Ellie guessed that “loving someone in uniform” was a thing for a reason, and logically, it made sense. Her hands fell to her sides, feeling absolutely useless, as she tucked them into the pockets of her lab coat.
Mia grinned, that kind-of crooked yet completely-dimpled grin. “We just responded to a fire alarm at the high school down the street – a prank. But it’s the fourth one in two months and there’s a special place in hell for the person who thinks it’s funny to make all of their classmates stand outside in February. So my Captain is giving the students a serious talking to, and I have some free time on my hands. I thought I’d swing by your lab and see the fancy digs you’re always telling me about.” Mia walked closer, coffee cups in both hands, as she ran her eyes over the room. “And it is just as impressive as it sounds.”
Ellie felt herself flush as she reached out to fiddle with her slides and keep her hands occupied, because, well, she had been the sole recipient of a grant for a bunch of new, expensive equipment and her work had warranted it, so… she was proud. 
“And you brought me a coffee?”
Mia came to a stop right in front of her, holding up both cups between them. “Nah, these are both for me.”
She laughed and the sound filled the lab up and brought it to life in a way that Ellie had never experienced before, despite having basically lived here at times. She didn't know quite what to make of that. 
Mia handed her a cup. “You told me about the coffee cart you basically live off of that’s right across the street from your lab. All I had to do was provide a description of you and the guy gave me your favorite.” She leaned in and whispered, “Colombian dark roast, one cream, two sugars… you really do have the best taste in drinks.”
She tapped their cups together and took a sip through her smile.
Ellie didn’t often feel, well… dumb. But she kind of did right now, as she bit her lip and gripped her coffee with two hands. “You just, came to visit? Me?”
Mia’s eyebrows furrowed together as she made a show of looking around the lab. “I mean, I didn’t come to visit all of the other people in here.” She scrunched up her nose and laughed again. When she realized Ellie wasn’t laughing, her smile slowly fell from her face.
Ellie hated being the cause of that, even though she couldn’t quite help it.
Mia tilted her head, gaze searching Ellie’s. “Is this not okay? I just figured, we’ve been hanging out for two or three days a week for, like, four weeks.” In a very uncharacteristic move, Mia reached up and rubbed the back of her neck with her free hand, and Ellie didn’t think she’d observed Mia look uncomfortable before now. “Maybe I should have texted you first.  I kind of felt like we’d become the type of friends who could do this sort of thing, but–”
Seeing Mia like that, listening to her ramble in a way that was much more akin to Ellie’s own mannerisms, warmed her inside. “We are!”
Mia cut herself off and blinked widely at Ellie’s interjection.
She blushed, shaking her head. “We – I mean, I wasn’t exactly sure we were friends, or if we just happen to get along and have similar schedules and like the same pub? It’s like, I didn’t know if we were like “work” friends, you know, people just happen to be in the same place and like each other more than most people there, so happenstance hangout while in that place. Only instead of work, it would be pub friends.”
She had to bite her lip to make herself stop.
Mia seemed to be both amused and thoughtful. “I guess I see what you mean. But… just so you know, the pub is great. But I’m not going there to hang out by myself two or three times a week.”
Ellie’s smile blossomed even bigger and she buried her free hand in the pocket of her lab coat as she gripped her coffee tighter. “Oh! Okay. Me, neither. I mean, I guess I kind of always did, before, but not anymore. And I didn’t really know, about you, because I don’t really know… well, you don’t really share that much about yourself. Like, where did you grow up? And why did you decide to move here? And that kind of feels like “work friends” to me.”
Mia nodded slowly. “Well, honestly, I’m just a… a really private person. It’s actually something that’s caused some problems in things like relationships.” She flashed a self-deprecating smile. “But I actually consider you a real friend, Ellie.”
Ellie ate up every word Mia spoke, grinning from ear to ear.
“Awesome. Cool.” She bounced to the balls of her feet and back, absurdly pleased. “Do you want a real tour? If you have time?”
“I’ve got time.”
As they walked, Mia bumped her shoulder into Ellie’s. “For the record, I grew up in Texas.”




Three.
Ellie wasn’t really in the business of having close friends. The reason why she was so well-acquainted with what it meant to be work friends was because that was essentially all she had, except Riley, who definitely didn’t count because she was her twin sister, and maybe Gianna, and Riley’s other friends Joel and Aaron. And they didn’t really count, either, because they were just always… around.
The thing was, friendships never really mattered that much to her; at least, they hadn’t mattered to her for a long time. When she’d been little, she’d cried over how hard it was for her to make them. And she’d had a very close best friend throughout most of middle and high school, Catelyn Cooper, but that had crashed and burned when they’d hit sixteen and Catelyn had gotten a boyfriend. And it had hurt.
It had really been the final straw that pushed Ellie to really focus on school. Which had been a good thing, because it had been the catalyst she’d needed to power through her work and graduate a year early.
She’d taken it all to heart – her difficulty making friends in her youth, the friend-breakup with Catelyn – as signs that she just wasn’t… designed to have those friendships. The ones where you texted daily and called just to talk and wanted to shift around your own personal schedule to make time.
And now, she had Mia.
 
[image: A picture containing table  Description automatically generated]
Weeks started to slip into months, as winter melted into spring. 
Months where they continued to hang out in the pub, like she always used to, but instead of sitting alone at her stool, she got to regularly beat Mia at pool easily, and then had to actually try to win at darts, since Mia was much better at those.
Months where they actually started hanging out outside of the pub, too. Where they’d go to the Museum of Science, because Mia had asked where her favorite place was and Ellie initially was a little embarrassed to admit it, but all Mia had said was, “Of course, Nerd.”
Months where they take little day trips around New England because Mia wanted to explore and stated that, “There’s no one better I know to explore with.” They went to the ice castles in New Hampshire before the snow melted, to see and hike around Acadia National Park in Maine as the weather turned, took tours of the Newport Mansions in Rhode Island, before visiting the beach there. 
Months where they hang out in Mia’s apartment, and she learned that Mia was obsessively neat – which Ellie could relate to – that Mia ate very healthy – which Ellie could somewhat relate to – and that Mia was an exceptional cook – which Ellie could very much not relate to.
As she’d stared at the homemade pasta – like, literally homemade. Mia had made the actual pasta and the sauce and the bread – in shock, Mia laughed.
“How can you do this?”
“How can you not?” Mia challenged, sliding her fresh bread onto her table. Her kitchen was small and cute, and had the perfect table for two. She’d shown Ellie around her first time here, commenting that she’d been slowly collecting a mish-mash of furniture since she’d moved eight months ago. “Just found this table at an antiques shop in Essex last week,” she’d proudly proclaimed as she’d tapped the table.
Ellie groaned. “You and antiquing.”
One of Mia’s little quirks that she’d discovered on their road trips.
Mia nudged Ellie with her hip, bringing her back to the moment. “Cooking is – it’s a science. That’s why I’m shocked you can’t do it.”
She gestured for Ellie to sit down, and she did, as she considered what Mia said. “I suppose you’re right. I guess I’ve never really tried that hard? My mom cooked when I was growing up, Riley loves to cook now.” And food wasn’t that important to her; it always felt like a waste of valuable time when she could be reading or researching or in the lab or catching up on shows she liked that she’d missed because she’d spent so much of her time on those other things, to spend so much of it cooking when there were so many easier, faster options.
Plus, the year she’d been at MIT on her own, before Riley had moved in with her to go to Boston University, had been the year her father died. Which was the year Ellie didn’t really like to think about too much, and had also been the year she hadn’t taken much care of herself at all. Her weight had… suffered.
Clearing her throat to get her out of that headspace, she arched an eyebrow. “How come you can cook so well?”
Mia rolled her lips as she served them both pasta. “Well, we take turns cooking at the station, for one thing.”
Ellie both waited to hear the second thing, but also dreaded that this was going to be one of the times Mia clammed up.
Mia hesitated, then seemed to force out, “And for another, I kind of had to take care of myself pretty young.”
Quickly, Mia doled out the bread and slid her a glass of water, before she flashed a charming smile, as if the previous minute didn’t exist. “Plus, it’s always been a pretty impressive thing to women.”
Ellie didn’t push. She didn’t read people very well, she never had. But reading Mia… she was better at that than for most. And she definitely didn’t want to push.
“I mean, it’s impressive to me with this, and I have to imagine you pull out even more stops for… them,” she finished lamely, in reference to Mia’s dates.
Mia just chuckled. “No, I like to impress you, too. Consider it a character flaw of mine.” She sipped her water. “But I think it’s time you start learning something from me for a change.”
Ellie had to pause for a second, because the truth was, she learned from Mia all of the time already.
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She only brought Mia to her apartment for the first time when Mia questioned it in late June –
“You know, I still have never met your sister. For all I know, she’s a mythical creature you’ve made up,” Mia commented as they’d left her favorite café, The Bean Dream, iced coffees in hand.
Ellie had been venting about how Riley had vetoed her request to put a second desk in their living room, and she cut herself off.
“You… haven’t,” she spoke slowly.
Mia arched an eyebrow at her, a gentle smile in place. “Nope. And you don’t have to introduce us or anything, that’s not what I’m saying. You just – you know, you talk about her a lot and she literally lives with you, but after over six months of hanging out, she’s nowhere to be found.” Mia shrugged. “Just feels a little interesting.”
Ellie bit her lip. “Yeah, that – it is a little weird.” She forced a laugh. But it was weird. Really weird, actually. And the words bubbled up in her chest, even as she wrestled whether or not to let them out. “She, uh, she hosts a game night with her friends the last Friday of every month. If you wanna come this week.”
Mia stopped completely on the sidewalk and reached out to touch Ellie’s wrist. “You don’t have to invite me to something like that just because; I mean it.”
Ellie shook her head. “No! No, I want you to – I think you’d have fun. And Riley would like to meet you. Plus, it’s a pretty good time.”
These statements were all the truth, yet it didn’t stop her nerves from getting all shaken up. 
Mia’s grin was so bright, though, Ellie couldn’t regret it completely. Not even as her nerves built leading up to Friday.
Riley squealed as soon as she saw Mia, and shot across the room like a rocket to give her a hug. “You came! I’ve heard so much about you!”
To say Riley had brought up meeting Mia a couple of times would be an understatement of the year. 
Mia’s surprise at Riley’s demeanor was palpable, eyes wide as she’d given Ellie a look over Riley’s shoulder. “I’ve heard so much about you, too!”
Riley pulled back, still holding onto Mia’s forearms in that naturally personable way she had. “I really thought we’d meet at Ellie’s graduation ceremony a couple weeks ago, but you weren’t there.”
Ellie blushed, ducking her gaze from Mia’s arched eyebrow. 
“Uh, yeah, I guess I missed the memo on that.”
Oh, no. 
“You’re here now.” Riley shrugged, dropping her arms from Mia only to step to the side and drape her arm around Ellie’s waist in a move that was so natural for her sister, she could likely do it to anyone and have it feel normal. “And seriously, you’re a godsend. Pulling Ellie away from her books and the lab? Not an easy feat. Honestly, game night might be the only consistent time she used to hang out with other people during the month.”
Ellie’s cheeks burned, and she pinched Riley’s hip. “That’s enough.”
Mia’s eyes skated between them and Ellie couldn’t for the life of her place the look on her face. “I mean, she does have the whole I’m super intimidating, don’t fuck with me kind of vibe.”
Riley laughed and Ellie did a double take. “I do?”
“You so do,” Joel, who Riley had been friends with since she’d interned with him at NBC during their college years, called from across the room. “I thought you were going to kill me the first time we met. Well, the first few times. And any time I came over when you were studying.”
Aaron, Joel’s boyfriend, shook his head. “I didn’t think you were going to kill me, for what it’s worth.” He paused. “I did think you might kill Joel.”
“Ha-ha,” Ellie rolled her eyes. Joel had the tendency to talk a lot and was easily excitable, without the ability to read a room.
Ellie shared that last quality with him, but when paired with the other two traits, it often meant that he interrupted her study time. Still, she liked him… enough.
“Ellie’s basically a teddy bear. A lab-coat wearing, frown-y, anti-social teddy bear,” Gianna commented with a wink as she passed.
Ellie pursed her lips and Riley squeezed her waist, before releasing her and clapping her hands together. “Game night! God, this is so exciting. We never have even teams!”
Mia took Riley’s vacated spot next to Ellie’s side. “I guess that makes us a team.”
“Better you than Riley and Ellie!” Joel lamented. “They dominate. And then they gloat.”
Ellie narrowed her eyes at him, cheeks burning, as her stomach turned through this whole interaction with nerves she couldn’t quite name – and some nerves she could name. But Mia scoffed. “You think Ellie and I won’t dominate?”
By the end of the night, Ellie knew she’d been right to bring Mia here – it was a good time. Riley did love Mia. And Mia seamlessly fit right in. So seamlessly, that if Ellie wasn’t so full of admiration over it, she might hate her for it.
Still, her stomach twisted up tighter and tighter as the evening wound down and the games gave way, after a few hours, to just – hanging out. This was never her best part, and she excused herself into the kitchen to get more snacks as everyone seemed to huddle in closer to Mia.
Mostly, she took a minute to close her eyes and take it all in, as she heard the laughter explode from the other room.
“Psst. You okay?” Mia whispered from the doorway.
Ellie snapped her eyes open. “Um. Yeah. I’m good.”
Mia’s look was more doubtful than any words could possibly be. She didn’t push, though. Just slid along the counter to stand next to Ellie. “You never told me you and Riley were twins.”
Ellie bit her lip. “No?” She feigned ignorance, staring hard at the floor. Mia wore cute red socks with a Wonder Woman logo on them.
Mia hummed. “Hmm, an associate producer at NBC, best friend of Gianna, club-goer, BU alum, lover of ice cream, overall great cook, amongst other things. But not twin.”
“Oh. Yeah. Well, she is. We are.” Ellie continued to stare at the ground as she shoved her hands into her pockets.
She watched those cute socks pivot as Mia spun to face her. “Hey,” she spoke softly, ducking her head to catch Ellie’s eyes. “Why didn’t you mention that? It kind of feels like… you know, one of the big fun facts you’d mention. That there are two of you who look the way you look is kind of an accomplishment in and of itself.”
She knew it was to lighten the suddenly serious mood, but the comment made Ellie tense more. “Yeah. She straightens her hair, though,” she informed Mia, gesturing to her own mass of curls; people inevitably always asked whose hair was the natural version.
“I saw that,” Mia acknowledged, her tone still understanding and patient and soft. Still, her eyebrows scrunched up in confusion. “And… I didn’t realize you had a graduation ceremony? You never told me? I would have come if you had.” She cleared her throat, hands coming to rest on her hips, as a look crossed over her face, a dawning almost. “Ah. Oh. I mean, it’s also fine if you didn’t want me th–”
“No!” She rushed out, shaking her head. “No, that’s not it.” She couldn’t stand that Mia might have spent the whole night thinking so. “I met up with you afterwards at the pub and it was – you didn’t realize it, but we had a celebration ourselves.” 
Ellie closed her eyes tightly, and pushed out the words to explain the whole – ugh –  feeling she had. “I didn’t mention the ceremony or that we were twins, because it is a fun fact that people always ask more about. And then inevitably, they ask about Riley. And when people learn everything about Riley, they want to meet Riley, because who wouldn’t?”
Ellie got that; her sister was really, really cool. Objectively and subjectively.
“She’s friendlier than I am, she’s more outgoing than I am, she’s more exciting than I am, she’s sweeter than I am, she’s more normal than I am.” She let out a hard breath, dislodging those feelings from where they sat on her chest. “No one ever thinks Riley is too intimidating to approach, or thinks she gives fuck off vibes.”
It was something she hadn’t had to deal with in a long time. Not since high school. The fact that Riley was so effervescent where Ellie was so… not. How people gravitated toward Riley and Ellie could never emulate that quality, no matter how much she’d tried. And eventually, she’d stopped trying, because it just wasn’t her. But whenever she’d made friends in her own classes when they’d been little, when people met Riley – well, it always became very obvious that Riley was the one they’d want to be friends with.
And that was how it went with most people. Ellie always felt it, even though Riley never seemed to see it and had always included her.
“That’s tough,” Mia said and reached out to take Ellie’s hand, giving it a light squeeze. “Loving your sister so much but also…”
She didn’t say it aloud, but they both knew resenting her was what Ellie used to feel.
“It’s fine now,” she was quick to say. “I got over it.” She caught Mia’s dark eyes with her own, before she confessed. “I just haven’t had someone that was all, um, mine, in a long time.” As soon as the words were out, she regretted them and groaned.
But no matter how hard it had been in the past, she’d figured out over the last months that it would be… unbearable, if Mia ended up like so many others had. 
Mia squeezed her hand again. “Look. Riley’s awesome, it would be a total lie to say she wasn’t and I know you wouldn’t like it if I thought otherwise. But, I like your don’t approach me vibes.”
Ellie scoffed. “Mhmm.”
“I do! Honestly, I thought about asking you what the hell you were doing when you were writing in your notebook at the pub so much before I actually did it. But you gave off this air that you did not give a shit who was around you and that you wanted everyone to fuck off, and I respect the hell out of that.”
Ellie’s lips pulled up into a smile of their own accord, Mia’s words settling warmly in her stomach. “I’m glad you decided I didn’t actually have that vibe.”
“Oh, you do. You sure do.” Mia laughed and didn’t drop her hand. “I just like it even more now that you include me and make it a don’t fuck with us vibe.”
Ellie laughed with her, her entire body relaxing for the first time in days.


She invited Mia back to her apartment a few weeks later, for Ellie and Riley’s twenty-seventh birthday party.
She was always going to invite Mia, because she was – well, kind of Ellie’s only friend, and she’d never been able to truly get out of their birthday soiree, as Riley calls it, no matter how much she’s tried to over the years. But she felt much more comfortable extending the invite, now, after game night.
“Our dad always joked about how we were born on independence day, and that was why we both were the way we are. Doing our own things,” Ellie shook her head, the nostalgic ping in her heart happening along with a little smile. “But, yeah, it was pretty fun to always be able to not be in school for it. And Riley always throws a big… thing.”
She’d looked brightly at Mia, feeling like a total fool for feeling so nervous and excited for inviting a friend to her birthday party like she was turning seven instead of twenty-seven.
But Mia’s frown pulled that excitement down. “I’m on shift that night,” she’d said, looking genuinely disappointed.
“Oh! That’s totally okay,” Ellie shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. It’s just – just a house party in the apartment. Not a big deal. I don’t even really love it, usually.”
She didn’t hate it, either. It was a night of socialization that Ellie could condone.
She was still feeling a little let down the night of the party, admittedly. She sipped the sake Joel had brought back for the party from a tech conference in Japan that he’d recently been to, leaning against the wall as she looked over the people in their living room.
Riley, Gianna, Joel, Aaron – the usual suspects. A handful of Riley’s coworkers that, if pressed, Ellie could identify in a lineup, along with some of her college friends. Riley was pretty big on a fun party, but liked to be able to have time to truly mingle with everyone she invited.
Riley had taken it upon herself to invite a few of Ellie’s fellow PhD candidates that she’d been working with for several years.
Megan was here, too, and Ellie didn’t even want to think about it what it said about her that her sister thought to invite her bartender to her birthday celebration. Or, even worse, what it said about her that she had been more excited to converse with Megan than most of the people she worked with.
She was having a good time. But… not as good of a time as she usually did, and she frowned at the feeling.
Despite hanging out in her pub and liking to try her new drinks, it was only a couple times a year that Ellie drank enough to feel any effects of the alcohol. Her birthday was one such night.
Her light buzz wasn’t making her feel very buzzy, though.
No, parties weren’t her thing. But she distinctly knew that this party would be much more her thing if Mia were here.
She didn’t know how in the last seven months things had felt weird when Mia wasn’t around for something like this, but apparently, that was exactly what had happened.
The knock on the door next to her also made her frown. No one ever knocked when they came to their birthday party…
She pulled it open, already informing the person, “It’s a party, you don’t have to–”
Mia’s smile greeted her, as she held a small wrapped gift in one hand and a card in her other. “Hey!”
Ellie’s buzz immediately dialed into the happy place at the sight of those dimples, and she grinned, a little wider than normal. “I thought you were working.”
Mia stepped through the doorway, and Ellie ran her eyes over Mia; she definitely didn’t look like she’d come from work, in the tight tank top that was tucked into high-waisted shorts. Her thighs were just, so well-muscled. Ellie knew that Mia worked out regularly – she had to – but an outfit like this was almost obscene with how toned she was.
“And miss your birthday? Not a chance. It’s all in the power of misdirection.” Mia winked. “I got Flores to cover for me tonight; I’ll owe him one, but it’s worth it.”
It’s worth it sounded a lot like you’re worth it and Ellie couldn’t stop herself from smiling even more as she reached out to take the gift and the card from Mia’s hands to set them on the table.
“The gift is for you,” Mia pointed at it, and whispered, “It’s a watch.”
Ellie warmed all over both at the feeling of Mia’s breath on her cheek, and at the fact that Mia had taken it upon herself to replace Ellie’s broken watch. She’d been perturbed by it given her penchant for punctuality. and put-out at having to shop for a new one for the last couple of weeks.
Mia gestured at the card. “I don’t love giving people gift cards for presents, but I don’t think I know Riley well enough yet for a gift-gift. It’s just a certificate for a mani-pedi, because you said she gets them every week.”
So ridiculously thoughtful.
“She’s going to love it.” Still, she arched an eyebrow. “You know, you aren’t necessarily supposed to say what’s in the gift.”
“Don’t be rude to me.” She grinned as she spoke, though. 
“Sorry,” she offered, matching Mia’s grin with her own, and a little laugh. It was amazing how fast the night could turn around.
Mia rolled her eyes, dimples still showing. “Okay, Beckett, I’ll let it slide if you give me some of whatever you’re drinking that’s clearly doing its job.”
Ellie did pour Mia some of the birthday-gifted sake, and by the time Mia had her own buzz going, they’d teamed up in a trivia game. They won – though it was a close call when it was down to only them against Joel and Aaron – and as people were cheering them on, Mia turned and pressed a kiss to her cheek and whispered, “Happy birthday” against Ellie’s skin.
Ellie’s cheek burned for the rest of the night.


Ellie was in the pub, in her stool, alone, when she realized she was gay.
She hadn’t intended on being alone tonight. It was the first Saturday in September, and the pub was having a billiards competition. And – fine, Ellie was competitive by nature. And normally, she didn’t enjoy competing in anything with a team. It was why her two favorite activities growing up had been snowboarding and chess.
But she and Mia had planned to partake in the competition together, and she’d been looking forward to it.
Until two days ago when Mia had showed up at her lab after she’d gotten off her shift at the firehouse. She just did things like that, these days. Show up at Ellie’s lab, persuade her to go out to lunch in the middle of the work day.
They saw each other regularly. Like every few days, usually, unless one of them was really busy – which Ellie has been, because she’s been essentially slaving over her research because she was making actual headway on her organ research, so the grant she’d been given had extended past her graduation date. Along with her research assistants, they’d used bioengineered materials to simulate actual liver cells and – it was a big deal.
Anyway.
Ellie had just come off that high when she’d noticed that Mia was fidgeting. And Mia… she didn’t fidget. Like, ever.
She, by nature, unlike Ellie, wasn’t really a nervous person. When Ellie had once commented on it, she’d given her a smile and a shrug and said, “You can’t walk into a building that’s literally on fire if you can’t have the confidence that you’re coming out alive.”
And – yeah, that made perfect sense.
Ellie had pulled her safety goggles up and eyed Mia curiously as she puttered around the lab. Never touching anything – which, god, did Ellie ever appreciate – but… fidgety.
“Are you okay?”
“Me? Hmm. Okay? Yeah.” Mia leaned over the desk and looked at the 3D liver design pulled up on the computer monitor.
Ellie frowned and pulled off her gloves, tossing them in the trash as she went. “That… doesn’t sound okay.”
Mia didn’t bounce back or deflect, as she usually did. Instead, she straightened and crossed her arms over her chest, as she stared out the window onto the courtyard that the lab overlooked. If Ellie was a poet, which she was certainly not, she would say something like, Mia was the picture of pensive.
“My ex is going to be in town this weekend,” she muttered, and her jaw flexed with the words. As if just speaking the word was painful.
Ellie stared, blinking far too much, but… “Ex?”
Mia turned to look at her, her words short, “Kristin. My ex. From L.A.”
Still, Ellie could only stare blankly as her stomach twisted. Not once in almost six months had Mia mentioned a real girlfriend.
Ellie, obviously, knew Mia was gay. And Mia still dated. She dated fairly often, even to normal person’s standards. Which, Ellie knew from before they were friends, but… she never had girlfriends. The women Mia dated faded in and out so quickly that Ellie was never even really told their names and it wasn’t really worth asking.
Sometimes they lasted just the one night, sometimes a couple of weeks. And Mia didn’t really talk about them that much, never anything substantial.
Ellie liked it that way.
The nights Mia was out with women were… fine. Ellie spent extra time at the lab or hung out with Riley, on occasion, she came to the pub by herself. Just like the old days.
“I didn’t know you had… girlfriends,” was all she could say.
Mia squeezed her eyes closed and crossed her arms across her chest as she deflated and sat on one of the stools. “I haven’t since I moved. But…” She tapped her fingers on the table. “I moved because of Kristin. And a really, really bad breakup.”
Ellie had sat next to her and stared at Mia’s hands as she’d splayed them out on the lab table in front of them, toying with her own fingers, as she’d explained in fits and starts all about how she’d met Kristin Rhodes when she’d been twenty-two, right when she’d moved to California. How they’d moved in together two years later, never moving anything too fast.
Ellie imagined Mia never moved too fast with the serious things, with how reticent she was.
“Things were… right.” Mia swallowed, shaking her hair back as she’d turned to look at Ellie. “I thought things were right? I – I opened up to her, like. Really. She was… she was the person I had to turn to. And around this time last year, she got offered a contract in Boston for work and we decided that a move would be a good idea for both of us, together. I put in for a transfer, too, and I had this whole – god, this is stupid.” Mia bit her lip and stared intently across the room, as if re-seeing her past. 
Ellie was utterly fascinated by this side of Mia, even as it made her feel shaky inside. It wasn’t… seeing Mia this sad, it wasn’t any means how Ellie wanted to know more about her. “It’s not. At all.”
Mia reached out and squeezed Ellie’s hand, her fingers wrapping around Ellie’s and staying. “I had this whole night planned, for us to talk about the next step. What getting engaged would look like, moving somewhere together. We’d talked about all of it, about marriage, figuratively, before. But – when I went to have that conversation… Kristin talked about how she wanted to see other people. And how – how we’d been together since we were so young, and how did we know we were all each other would want? Was this something we should be doing together?” Mia’s jaw clenched tightly as she clearly thought of something else. 
She just shook her head, dark hair shifting over her shoulder as she rolled her lips and held whatever it was in.
Ellie’s mouth had fallen open and she squeezed Mia’s hand back, both in shock and support.
“It – I was completely blindsided.” Mia confessed, not letting Ellie go as she turned to look her in the eye, dark eyes so full of frustration and sadness and disbelief, still. “I thought this was it, and she thought… otherwise. So. She decided she wasn’t taking the contract and was going to stay in California. I could have taken back my transfer request, but… being in L.A., where I’d only ever been with her, was stifling after we ended things, and I needed a fresh start.”
“And, here you are.”
“And here I am.”
“Fresher than ever.” It was all Ellie could think to say, and she cringed at herself for it as soon as it left her mouth.
But Mia’s laugh made her regret it far less. “Super fresh, Beckett.”
Mia took in a deep breath and lightly traced the fingers of her free hand over Ellie’s knuckles on the hand that was still interlocked with Mia’s. It tingled. “She’s here for a conference and she asked if I was free for dinner this weekend, to clear the air between us.”
Ellie’s heart froze right in her chest in that moment.
And it hadn’t really unfrozen since.
Because tonight, Mia was out with Kristin Rhodes. The woman who broke Mia’s heart so badly she’d moved across the country to get a fresh start.
Ellie knew she wasn’t an expert in interpersonal relationships, and was maybe kind of the opposite. Even empathizing with Mia’s breakup was a little hard, because she’d never really had a “real” relationship with a guy before. She’d had… short flings? A few sexual partners. But they were mostly an experiment to see what all of the fuss was about and there was no one she’d ever really cared about sticking around.
But what she did know was that Mia had been really, really hurt by Kristin and that she must have really loved her. You didn’t stay with someone for five years and plan a future with them otherwise, right?
She knew that Mia had fidgeted continuously when she’d told Ellie that she’d agreed to meet with Kristin.
And she knew that the women Mia casually dated never made her fidget. She knew that those women didn’t make Mia fidget, and her hypothesis was that Mia didn’t care overly much about those casual women and that she wasn’t dating to get attached. Her hypothesis was that Kristin broke her heart hard enough that Mia was skittish to feel that way again.
Ellie had a lot of variables in the Mia quadrant of her brain, and none of them before the last few days included Kristin Rhodes.
And none of them, before tonight, included the idea that Kristin wanted to see Mia. And that Mia clearly wanted to see Kristin back, right? Why else would she have gone?
“Where’s your sidekick?” Megan’s voice pulled her out of her thoughts.
Ellie jerked her head up from where she’d been blankly staring into her rum and coke that she’d hardly had a sip of for the last forty-five minutes. “What?”
“Your sidekick?” Megan wiped down the bar around Ellie’s drink. “You know, been attached to your side for the last six months or so? Laughs at your nerdy comments. Doesn’t mind when you hustle her in pool? Is Miss November in the Firewoman’s Calendar?”
“She is not.” Ellie frowned, tilting her head. “Is that a thing?”
Megan smirked.
Ellie took a sip of her now-watered down drink and grimaced, both at the taste and the way the words felt in her throat, “She’s out with her… ex.”
She felt like her heart was being squeezed all over again, which was so – it was so new to her. This strong, visceral feeling.
It had only started two nights ago, when Mia had told her about Kristin coming to town. And it had only gotten stronger in the last couple of hours, on the very evening they were meeting up. So, logically, it had to be a direct correlation.
And it felt tighter and tighter as the questions swirled around in her brain.
What if Kristin wanted Mia back? Why wouldn’t she want Mia back? Mia was thoughtful and funny and loyal and beautiful. Then again, Kristin hadn’t wanted that before, so… why now?
But what if Mia left with Kristin? What if she left Cambridge and went back to L.A. to have that future she’d talked about? What if she left Ellie?
And what if Mia wasn’t over Kristin? She’d assured Ellie that she was, with a quiet, soft smile, after she’d thanked Ellie for listening to her the other day. But what if it was a front? Ellie might not be able to tell. What if Mia was still in love with her ex, like really in love with her?
And why did it matter so damn much to Ellie if Mia was in love with Kristin or not?
Sure, they were friends, but Ellie had done without friends for a long time and she’d been just fine.
“Out with the ex? Ouch,” Megan let out a low whistle cocking her hip against the bar and giving Ellie one of those looks that Ellie didn’t quite understand.
“I just – I want her to be happy, you know? She’s my friend. My best friend. The best friend I’ve ever had. And if being back with Kristin makes her happy, then… I want that for her,” Ellie rambled through her confused thoughts.
God, she hated being confused, but she just – she was missing something. She knew she was missing something.
Megan only nodded slowly, lifting her eyebrows as if urging Ellie to continue.
Ellie frowned, tilting her glass to the side with precisely the right angle so the liquid went to the top but didn’t spill.
“I should want that for her.”
No, she did. She definitely did, she assured herself with a nod, rotating her glass in a half-circle and watching the liquid catch the rim but still never spill over, as she sifted through her thoughts to concentrate.
Ellie knew she wanted Mia to be happy. Because there were fewer things Ellie liked more than seeing Mia’s dimpled smile or the way her eyes did that sparkle thing when she laughed. And they really did sparkle.
“Did you ever notice that?” She demanded from Megan, still holding her glass in stasis, but looking up at the bartender. “That Mia’s eyes, like, twinkle at you. It’s almost as if the sun gave off extra converted hydrogen to give to her eyes, along with the stars. Right?”
Megan lifted her eyebrows a bit higher.
Ellie frowned deeper. She was still missing something. There was a variable that didn’t fit into any equation, yet.
She wanted Mia to be happy. She just…
She just wanted Mia to be happy, here. With her. With Ellie, in the same way she’d be happy with Kristin.
The thought slammed into Ellie like a freight train and her fingers slipped from the glass, letting the half-full contents spill over the bar, as she gaped and her thoughts whirled and her heart thundered in her chest.
Was that what she wanted?
Oh, god. It was.
Because she hated when Mia went out on dates; it didn’t scare her, like this night with Kristin-the-ex did, because she knew they weren’t going to last. But she always was in a worse mood those nights. And she really hated the brief times she’d seen Mia kiss said dates in the past whenever the memories crept up on her… and they did creep up on her.
And she definitely did not hate the thought of Mia kissing her.
Though she’d never consciously thought of it before, the image flashed through her mind, now. The way Mia looked during that moment right before a kiss, but the nameless woman was Ellie, and…
She groaned, burying her head in her hands.
Her lips tingled and body felt entirely too hot at merely the thought of being with Mia; it was more than the reaction she’d gotten from actually being with any of the men she’d attempted being with in the past.
“Fuck,” she whispered, her eyes squeezing tightly closed.
That was the variable. It made sense now.
She only looked up when Megan placed another glass down in front of her, having wiped up the spilled liquid, as she gave Ellie a sympathetic look. Damn it, all of her looks made sense now.
Ellie wanted to ask if she’d been an obviously gay mess for months now and if she was the only one who hadn’t noticed, but she was worried she wouldn’t like the answer.




Part 2:


Theory of General Relativity
Space and time are not absolutes




Four.
Ellie didn’t typically drink energy drinks. Obviously they weren’t good for you, plus, whenever she had to stay up late for something academic, she was usually pretty high on that feeling alone.
Tonight, though, she was on a mission.
Ellie was nothing if not logical. Therefore, she had work to do before she could make any official statements around her sexuality.
And she needed to do it in private. Which was why she found herself at her lab at two in the morning, hands on her hips as she stared at the whiteboard she’d written on.
Theory: I have feelings for Mia Sharpe she’d written at the top.
And she was… well, a little embarrassed by how easily the bullet points had then appeared.
Supporting Evidence:
	        I want to see her as often as possible. It’s never too much.


	        Her date nights make me feel… not well.


	        Her night with Kristin Rhodes, art authentication specialist, is making me feel sick.


	        Her smile means everything to me. I’ve never cared about making someone smile before.


	        When she wears her summer clothing, I’ve had to hold myself back from touching her arms.


	        Her laugh makes me smile.


	        Everything feels better when she’s around.





There was more but… Ellie gulped as she surveyed the board. It was pretty fucking obvious.
Which was one thing. But – how had she not noticed she was gay?! Was she gay? Or did she just like Mia?
This question took a little more digging around in her brain. And a bit more in-depth research.
Ryan
Phillip
Juan
She stared at the men’s names, biting her lip, as she filled in the info under each of them.
She’d met Ryan – blonde hair, light eyes – her first year of college, he’d lived on the same floor as her, and she’d been going through a hard time. A couple of months after her father had died, she’d pushed herself into a situation with him for the “experience” of it all. But she’d also drunk too much and so had he, and it… well, it hadn’t been anywhere near as fulfilling as she would have hoped.
Phillip, she’d met in her sophomore year, and she’d liked him because along with her, he was the smartest person in their bio class. They’d gone out for a couple of months, and they’d slept together a handful of times. She hadn’t liked it very much, but she’d just thought it had been because – well, he’d been very rushed, usually, and had been kind of a jerk. He’d broken things off with her angrily and had called her a “know it all bitch” so…
Then, there’d been Juan. Almost four years ago at this point, she’d dated him for a whopping four months. He’d been… nice?. Gianna had introduced them and Ellie hadn’t not liked him. It was just that she’d been at the start of her PhD and that was so much – well, bigger. More important. The sex hadn’t been as bad as it was with the others, but it had been… bland.
Well. All of that was really adding up, now.
There had been a couple of other guys that she’d hooked up with. But all of them had involved Riley and Gianna taking her out for the night and a little bit of alcohol to get up the courage to even approach someone.
Plus, it hadn’t happened at all in a couple of years.
She stood in her lab for a long time, staring at all of the facts. About Mia and the men and… she didn’t know if she should laugh or cry.
She’d just… she’d assumed she wasn’t made for it. For romance or sex or, any of it. All this time, she’d assumed she wasn’t made for it.
But now – maybe she was?


She realized she definitely was made for it later that week, sipping orange juice with Mia at breakfast.
She’d tried to avoid Mia – it was her default setting for when things were emotionally difficult – as much as she could.
And Ellie used to be good at avoiding people. She avoided casual acquaintances very well, extended family like a pro, had mastered tricks at being illusive in regard to her mother ever since moving out. She could even avoid Riley – for short periods of time, given their earthly proximity.
But avoidance was difficult when you also didn’t want to avoid the person.
Mia Sharpe – 8:06am
Last night was a whole thing, didn’t get home until
after midnight, but I would’ve texted you otherwise.
Meet for brunch before I go on shift?
Mia had texted her the morning after her dinner. But – no. She still was processing whatever it was that she was feeling and didn’t exactly want the answer to whether or not Kristin wanted Mia back and vice versa…
She’d made up an excuse.
That avoidance could only last five days, though, because the next time Mia texted, Ellie couldn’t not answer. Because this long without seeing Mia made Ellie feel like everything was off, and when she was already feeling like her world was off-kilter, there was only so much off she could take.
Mia was already sitting at their preferred outdoor table at the café down the street from her and Riley’s apartment as Ellie approached.
Ellie’s stomach flip-flopped as she saw the sun reflecting off of Mia’s dark hair that was pulled over one bare shoulder, revealed by her blue tank top, and she resisted the urge to face-palm. Truly, she’d been so oblivious, because this feeling wasn’t new!
Ellie slowly wound around the chairs and tables when Mia looked up from her phone and beamed at her, bright and dimpled. And Ellie was so entranced, she walked right into someone as they stood up from their own table.
By the time she sat down, cheeks burning, across from Mia, Mia’s expression was torn between laughter and concern.
“You okay? What was that?”
“I, um, I just, I didn’t see them,” she mumbled, grateful for the large, cold orange juice that was already waiting for her to keep her fidgety hands busy, wrapping around the glass.
Mia watched her closely. “Okay…”
Ellie wasn’t sure her stomach could even handle food, though, because above everything else, she still didn’t know how that night had gone, and –
“Are you back with Kristin?” She blurted out. “I mean, it’s okay if you are. I just, you haven’t mentioned anything in your texts other than that it was a whole thing, and I’m not quite sure what that means.”
Mia lifted her eyebrows at her. “Well, I’m glad that you’ve given me your blessing,” she flashed a teasing smile. “But… no.”
Ellie could have melted with the relief that washed over her. “Oh. Good.”
“Good?” She arched an eyebrow.
Ellie squeezed her eyes closed. God, this was harder now that she understood these feelings. “I only mean – she, she hurt you. And, but, also… maybe, you’d leave,” she confessed, shoulders slumping. “I know we don’t, that neither of us are overtly emotional? But I, I don’t want you to leave.” Her voice dropped to an unintentional whisper.
Mia stared at her for a few long moments, before she shook her head. “No, we aren’t back together. Kristin is back in California, and you’re right. She did hurt me. I…” She licked her lips. “I’m really glad I went, though.”
“You are?” What did that mean?
“I haven’t had a ton of chances to get closure,” Mia spoke slowly, as if measuring her every word, as she was wont to do. “And Kristin, she was really important to me. When we broke up, she said some things that – that really dug deep, and have sat with me, you know? Like,” she cleared her throat and flicked her gaze over Ellie’s face, as if she wasn’t entirely certain she should share.
But she did, and to say Ellie was surprised would be an understatement.
“She said, when I brought up marriage that she wasn’t sure if I really wanted her or if I just wanted the idea of what she could represent, and that – it’s sat with me ever since. It’s kind of been the reason I couldn’t bring myself to really date anyone with a serious intention for the last year.”
Ellie dropped her hands to her lap and squeezed them tightly together, the righteous anger hot in her throat. “How… you’re the most loyal person I know.”
It was Mia who had dedicated herself to befriending Ellie, who made strides at ensuring they spent time together, who had bonded them.
Mia’s thoughtful look turned soft as she smiled across the table at her. “Things are different, with you and I. But I appreciate you saying it, anyway. The truth is, that I’ve had to do a lot of finding myself in the last year, while I’ve been on my own here. And it’s been good for me.”
Mia ran her finger hypnotizingly over the rim of her own glass, biting on her lip. “So, honestly, even though Kristin did talk a bit about maybe reconnecting.” 
Ellie’s breath caught in her chest. 
“I couldn’t do it. Moving here was good for me. Meeting you…” Her dark eyes held Ellie’s own. “You’ve helped me build something here, Beckett. Something really good. And I’m not leaving it.”
There was that softness in her eyes that she had so often with Ellie that made something feel like it was cracking open and leaking in her chest. It was in that moment that she understood – really understood – romance.
And that things with Mia weren’t really off-kilter, because this wasn’t new. She’d felt this for months now, since… she didn’t even know when. She just recognized it now.
She was glad she was sitting, because with everything she was feeling, she wasn’t sure she’d have been able to hold herself up.
“I’m so happy you feel that way.” Her words were genuine, and not only because of her own happiness that Mia wasn’t still in love with her ex, that she didn’t want to leave.
But because she really did feel like Mia deserved nothing but happiness.


Ellie’s final experiment to confirm this whole sexuality thing later that week proved to be a success… of sorts.
She’d waited until Riley was out, just for good measure, before she stripped completely and laid on her bed.
She’d masturbated semi-regularly ever since she’d been sixteen, but it was only a physical release for her. Normally, her mind was fairly blank.
That wasn’t the goal this time. No, the goal was women.
Biting her lip, she unlocked her phone which was left on the website she’d pulled up earlier. It was, apparently, the best place to find porn. She didn’t know exactly what to type in, but she settled on a video with two women – one with light hair, one with dark – who appeared to do a multitude of sexual acts.
She took a deep breath and ran her free hand up and down her stomach, the other holding her phone.
Before she touched herself, she stopped, though, staring at the women. “Aren’t women treated poorly in the porn industry?” She asked herself.
She’d watched a documentary on that, once.
Groaning, she shook her head. This was her problem, always getting too caught up in logical thoughts.  
She heaved out a breath and played the video again, watching the dark haired woman start playing with the blonde woman’s breasts. All right. That looked – appealing. It looked really appealing, considering Ellie’s past experiences had never paid much attention to her nipples that felt good, because she was so sensitive. It took a certain touch.
She stroked her fingertips lightly over her own chest, her nipples starting to get hard as she watched the video.
Porn culture contributes to unrealistic and damaging views for all sexes, in regard to the portrayals of body image and what is acceptable – the narrator of that damn documentary played in her head.
She grit her teeth and pushed through it.
The brunette in the video put her mouth on the blonde’s nipple, while sliding her hand down, stopping just above her underwear, and the blonde woman moaned, loudly.
So loudly… “There’s no way that’s real,” she muttered.
Frustrated with herself, she dropped her phone onto the pillow next to her.  
She was just going to have to do this the way she normally did. Taking a deep breath, she tried to clear her thoughts, and closed her eyes as her hands went back to toying with her nipples. Starting to lightly pinch, she hummed at the sensation.
And in her mind’s eye, which normally stayed blank, she instead pictured the brunette at a blonde’s breasts. Her breasts. She was the blonde. And it wasn’t anything like she’d done in the past, but it was what she wanted.
Soft, plush lips, sucking at her nipple, while a thigh slotted between her legs.
Ellie’s breath caught in her throat as her thighs fell open.
That mouth switched to the other breast, tongue laving the nipple. Swirling around, before lips covered it again, and Ellie whimpered. Her hips pushed up against the air, fingers toying with her nipple, as she slid the other hand lightly down her own side, imagining the woman touching her sliding her hand down, to hold Ellie’s hip.
Swallowing hard, she slid her hand between her legs and lightly touched herself. Just her fingertips, brushing over her wetness. Up and down her slit, not playing with her clit or pushing inside yet. No. Just working her hips against her fingertips, tugging at her nipple, working herself up.
In her mind’s eye, she arched against the woman who pressed her fingers against her core. “You want me, don’t you?”
“I… yes,” Ellie breathed out. “I want you.”
The woman nipped at the soft skin between her breasts, pushing two fingers into Ellie slowly, “I know.”
The woman looked up, a dimpled smile on her lips, Mia’s dark eyes watching Ellie’s face as she started fucking her. Ellie moaned, breath hitching in the back of her throat.
She imagined herself running her hands down, digging them into that dark, thick hair, holding Mia against her chest as she moved her hips desperately against the strong fingers inside of her. A fire built deep in her core, winding tighter and tighter. “Please,” she whispered. “Please.”
“Please what?” Mia’s voice resonated in her mind. “Tell me what you want, Beckett. Tell me and it’s yours. You want me to make you come on my fingers? Do you want my mouth on your clit? I can feel it. So hard. You want it so badly.”
Ellie’s breathing was so labored as she nodded. Her clit was so fucking hard, and she was dripping around her fingers, and she wanted. She wanted so, so badly.
“I only want you,” Mia’s voice was low as she moved further down Ellie’s body. “I think about you the same way you think about me. How you think about my ass. The way you’ve thought about touching it, how you’ve wondered about how hard my nipples get in my tank tops this summer. You think you’re subtle, but I noticed. I noticed and I like it. I like the way you look at me.”
Ellie only nodded, rubbing her clit faster, harder. She loved looking at Mia’s body, always. Her small, compact, strong body. The way her breasts always pressed against the form-fitting tops she wore.
“The way you look at my mouth. God, the thoughts you’ve had about my mouth. I know just what you’re thinking, every time. You wonder about how soft they are. How they’d feel against yours. Against your body.” Mia’s breath skated over her hip and Ellie swore she could feel it.
Breathing ragged, she slid her other hand down, slipping two fingers inside of herself while she rubbed her clit. “Yes. Yes. I do.”
“I know. You’re absolutely filthy, the thoughts you’ve had. And now, you’re going to feel my lips. That’s where you’re going to come. Dripping right down my chin.”
“God!” Ellie’s breath left her as she groaned, deep in her throat, and her hips worked so hard against her hands, building and building.
Her phone lit up, vibrating next to her head on the pillow. She didn’t stop, turning her head just enough in the distraction to see –
Mia’s face popping up on the screen, all smiles and dark eyes, and hair pulled up, cascading over her shoulder. Those lips.
Her orgasm hit her just like that, sending her spiraling over the edge. Even as she closed her eyes, all she could see in her mind was Mia’s face, Mia’s eyes watching her from between her thighs, as she shuddered, hard.
Long moments later, she blinked her eyes open and stared up at the ceiling, breathless.
Yeah… it had definitely never felt like that before.


She sat with Riley a few weeks later, during their end of the month sister weekend as September rolled into October. She was drinking a hot chocolate as Riley ate ice cream, which was also pretty typical.
They were binge-watching Brisk, as season three of the critically acclaimed mystery-thriller had just been released on HBO, and Riley was making her usual commentary. She loved guessing who dunnit throughout the season, and she was usually pretty good at picking up on all of the little clues.
Riley shifted, pressing her socked feet against Ellie’s thigh, doing that thing she’d done ever since they were kids where she wedged her cold toes under Ellie’s leg to warm them up. “She’s bi,” Riley casually commented, pointing at the screen with her spoon.
“Who?” Ellie asked, attention immediately piqued.
Riley waved her hand at the screen, toes wiggling under Ellie. “Holland,” she referenced the main character. “Well, I don’t know if her character is, but Campbell Carter. The actress. She just came out.”
“Hmm,” Ellie feigned less interest, but – huh.
She stared intently at the actress on-screen, admittedly paying more attention than she had for most of the day so far.
It had been weeks since her whole… discovery, and she finally felt like she was settling into it. And mostly, she’d spent the day thinking about Mia, and about Catelyn Cooper, and Samantha Gibbons.
It had been running circles in her mind, nonstop. It was even distracting her a little at work, which was new.
But it was all she could think about. About the times Catelyn would cuddle her in her bed during sleepovers and the way Ellie didn’t want to get up even though she was an early riser. How she wanted to be Catelyn’s lab partner even though Catelyn wasn’t that good at science, and how before her, Ellie had preferred to work alone. How she’d pushed Catelyn away when Catelyn had started dating guys and how she’d felt sick whenever she would tell her about it.
About how she admired Samantha Gibbons, her TA in her biophysics class in undergrad, to the point where she would voluntarily stay after class just to talk to her about her lecture. How she waited in anticipation every time she would lean over Ellie’s shoulder and press against her almost too close.
It all circled back into this, into how she felt with Mia. It was all of that – the wanting to be around her, her breath catching when Mia came so close, about wanting to do everything with Mia, all of the time.
She jarred when Riley paused the show and withdrew her feet so that she could push herself to sit up, staring intently at Ellie. “Are you even paying attention?”
Her sister wasn’t annoyed; Ellie could see the concerned wrinkle of her nose, and she hesitated before she shook her head. “What? Yeah. Of course I am.”
Riley’s eyes narrowed at her and she got that little aha expression dawning on her face that made Ellie roll her eyes. “I know you aren’t paying attention because every time we binge a new season of Brisk, you’re just as into guessing who did it as I am. Sometimes you even crack out your whiteboard for us to investigate along with Holland! But today, it’s been all hmm and right.” 
“I –” couldn’t argue with that. “We are good detectives,” she grumbled, finally looking at the television and focusing enough to see the scene paused on the protagonist detective. But because of her thoughts, she couldn’t even really appreciate it like she usually did, Riley was right.
And Riley was giving her that look. The one that was asking her to just tell her what was wrong, and – and it’s Riley.
Ellie stared helplessly into her twin sister’s eyes, at the face she’d known quite literally since birth. At the one person who was there for her no matter what, until the end. The one person who had always cared about Ellie unconditionally.
And everything she’d kept bottling up this month spilled from her mouth.
About Catelyn and Samantha-the-TA and these feelings she hadn’t even known she had. And then she paused, voice catching as she caught herself from confessing the biggest part.
But Riley knowingly murmured it for her, “Mia.”
“Mia,” she confirmed with a sigh and finished her hot chocolate.
She relaxed into Riley’s arm draping around her shoulders and felt so grateful that she hadn’t even had to feel nervous, coming out to Riley. And not only because Gianna was bisexual and so was Andrew, and Joel was gay, but because she knew how Riley loved her.
She’d done a lot of research in the past month, and she’d garnered a lot of information around coming out and had read different stories around it. Not many people had a Riley.
“You should totally go for it,” Riley whispered after a long moment of solid hugging.
Ellie rolled her eyes and tried half-heartedly to push her sister away. “Yeah, right.”
“You should!” Riley insisted. “She totally adores you, Ellie! I saw it the first night I met her.”
And Ellie only continued to shake her head, but her sister’s words, “she totally adores you, Ellie!” rang in her ears for days.




Five.
Ellie didn’t truly realize the scope of her feelings for Mia, not really, until two weeks before Thanksgiving.
“I’ll be arriving on Wednesday afternoon,” her mother’s direct tone came so clearly through the phone, she might have been standing right next to Ellie. “I’ll stay until Sunday morning. Eleanor, can you see to it that I have the second parking space for your apartment this time? The last time I came to visit it was an absolute nightmare.”
“You asked Riley to do it last time,” she mumbled.
She wouldn’t have even answered the phone if she’d realized it was her mother, that was on her. She was expecting a call from one of the research assistants and she hadn’t even realized her mistake until her mother’s clipped tone was in her ear.
“I know I did,” came the patently exasperated tone. “But, Riley had been chosen to go to Los Angeles for the NBC retreat at the last minute. She had a lot on her plate. She informed me that she’d left you a note asking you to confirm the parking situation.”
It was true. But Ellie had, at the time, been working on a sensitive lab culture and had barely left the lab for days at a time; she hadn’t seen the note.
Blowing out a breath, she tilted her head toward the sky and did what people did when their mothers got like this, “Okay.”
“I’ll be sleeping in Riley’s room this time, she already confirmed with me. So, she’ll be with you. Oh, and don’t go to the grocery store this time before I arrive.”
She blinked up at the clouds. “Okay.”
“I know you meant well. But I had to go when I arrived anyway, because you just don’t know exactly what the right items are, and I might as well do it myself.”
Ellie had thought she was doing her mom a favor the last time she came to visit, which had been Thanksgiving the year before last. She’d figured that the stores would be running low on Thanksgiving foods by the day before. But, as always seemed to be the case in regard to her mother, she didn’t do it quite right.
She squeezed her eyes closed. “Okay.”
She had to wonder, as she stood in the middle of the sidewalk, why her mother hadn’t just called Riley. Most of the time for stuff like this, she did.
“And we will be having a serious talk. You’re staying at MIT, Eleanor? Yes, it’s a great school to get your education from – though, why you didn’t choose Stanford, I’ll never quite understand.”
Ah. That was why she’d called Ellie! Give a girl a prize.
Ellie knew; she’d heard very little else around her choice of university ever since she’d gone to MIT instead of Stanford ten years ago. Her mother’s alma mater.
“But that portion of your life should be over now. You’ve graduated. This is time for you to work. How are you going to make a name for yourself in the same place that has known you since you were a teenager? They aren’t cutting edge in breakthroughs, either. I happen to know very well that Raphael at Loxom Industries has continued to scout you, and I know you got multiple offers from Tri-Fall Labs. They are leading the world in biomedical research, Eleanor, the work they’re doing is beyond what you’ll be able to get done by yourself in your little lab.”
That feeling built in her chest, one she was very familiar with in relation to her mother, that she’d had for her whole life. The one that told Ellie she wasn’t doing enough, wasn’t good enough, wasn’t quite what Molly Beckett wanted in a daughter. Luckily, she had Riley.
“How did you know I got offers from Tri-Fall?” She knew her mother had known Raphael Pasqual from Loxom for forever, so that one made sense. But –
“Riley told me about it. Since you never tell me anything yourself.”
“Of course she did.”
Ellie didn’t even have to talk to Riley about it; she knew Riley had mentioned it to their mother because she wanted their mother to be as proud about Ellie getting scouted as Riley was.
“Your sister isn’t the point. The point, is that you didn’t tell me.” There was a little something there, softer sounding than her usual sharpness.
Ellie sat with it for a beat, frowning.
But it was gone when her mother spoke again, “And, regardless, I’m positive you can still get a job there.”
“I’m happy at MIT.” She was; she was well-known in the department already, she had her own lab already, everyone who was familiar with what she was doing was already there.
“We’ll talk on Thanksgiving.”
Why was she even arguing? She wasn’t usually a moron. “Okay.”
With that feeling in her chest, the one that made her feel like breathing was difficult, she put her phone in her pocket and… walked.
And even though she hadn’t intended, she found herself outside of Station Seven.
She stared up at the brick firehouse, forcing herself to breathe through the tightness she had burrowing into her chest, and not allowing herself to reach for her phone. Mia was working. She was, like, saving lives. She was busy. She didn’t need Ellie’s problems.
As if summoned by her thoughts, Mia came bursting through the doors, gray T-shirt with the station’s emblem on the left chest tucked into her navy station pants, concern written all over her face. “Hey, I thought I was seeing things when I looked out and saw you. What’s going on? Are you all right?”
She stepped closer, warm hands grasping lightly at Ellie’s forearms to hold her still from her slight pacing, dark eyes scanning her head to toe.
Ellie shook her head, finally feeling like she was able to take a deep breath for the first time since she’d hung up the phone. “I’m fine.”
“Your jacket isn’t even zipped and it’s chilly. That’s how I know something’s not right.” Mia frowned and wrapped her arm around Ellie’s, tugging her along. “Come on. Come inside.”
She followed Mia obediently, mostly because she would probably follow Mia just about anywhere, but also because she was very curious about what it looked like inside.
Mia brought her in through a side door and led her into a small locker room with an attached dorm-style bedroom. Ellie allowed herself to be led to a bench in front of the locker as Mia quickly shut one of the open lockers and plopped down next to her.
“It’s not very comfortable, but it’s second-home.” She gave Ellie a look, as she straddled the bench to face her.
“It’s fine.”
“Great. Now let’s get into what’s not fine. Which is you, by the way.”
Ellie didn’t exactly mean to. But she found herself unloading not just the conversation with her mother, but how this was just the latest in a very long history of her mother making her feel this way.
Mia stared incredulously at her by the end. “Your mom… isn’t proud of you… even though you just graduated from MIT and are running your own lab there?! Also, screw what she says. Like she even knows about half of the science stuff you do.”
Ellie offered a sad excuse for a smile. “Well. She and my dad are – were… he was, and she is a, uh, pretty renowned microbial ecologist.”
Mia stared at her. “Well, fuck.”
Ellie didn’t know it was possible to loosen up so immediately, as she started to laugh.
Even as she laughed, Mia remained frowning. “I’m not joking. That’s crazy. You have super genes.”
Ellie could only continue to chuckle at her. She’d really, really needed that.
She sobered as Mia reached out and put her hands on Ellie’s jean-covered thighs, as Ellie now straddled the bench and mirrored Mia, rubbing in what Ellie was sure Mia thought was comforting circles. “Look, I’m sure this is easier said than done and… she’s your mom. You love her, I know. But you are doing what you need to do, and that’s amazing.”
“What are you doing on Thanksgiving?” The words came before she could think about them. “You aren’t working, right?”
Mia blinked for a moment in surprise at the non-sequitur. “Not technically. But I’ll probably do what I usually do and switch a shift, so that one less person doesn’t have to spend the time away from their family. I might as well.”
The idea of that, that Mia spent her holidays volunteering to work, pushed out the remains of whatever shitty feeling remained from her mom, replaced with a crushing sadness. The idea that Mia volunteered to work her holidays because – from what Ellie knew – she was alone for some reason… no.
“Come to Thanksgiving with us.”
Mia stared up at her for a long moment before she shook her head. “It’s cool, you don’t have to–”
Ellie reached out and put her hands on Mia’s thighs, reciprocating her gesture and trying to ignore how her hands felt like they were burning. “Just come. Riley’s friends are usually there. And Grayson, from Riley’s station, too. Riley invites people all of the time.”
And for the first time, she wanted to.
Mia’s plump lips started to form in a small smile, before a wrapping knock on the open locker room door made them jump.
Matías Flores, Mia’s closest friend on her shift, poked his head in. Ellie had met him officially twice, both in passing. “Hey, Sharpe, you already work out today? I could use a spot–” He paused, his eyes landing on them, growing comically wide. “Ah! Sorry for interrupting!”
Ellie’s cheeks burned as she tore her hands away from Mia, and she was both relieved and devastated as she felt Mia’s hands slide from her legs in a much more casual manner. “What do you think you’re interrupting? Give me a break; Captain would have a fucking fit if we brought someone in to hook up. Besides, a woman like Ellie should be treated better than the tiny beds here.”
Flores ran his eyes back and forth between them. “Whatever you say.”
Mia waved him off, but in an affectionate way. “Shut up. I’ll meet you in the rec in a few minutes.”
It was only when Mia’s attention wasn’t on her that Ellie’s brain was able to catch up. She’d turned to Mia when she felt like she needed to talk – she’d only ever gone to Riley before. That was… that was really big for her.
And Mia so casually said to Flores that she was in no way there to hook up with Ellie, as if the idea was crazy. But she’d also said Ellie would deserve better?
And Ellie had invited Mia to Thanksgiving, while Mia’s hands had been stroking on her upper thighs, and –
She shook her head and hopped up, nearly tripping over the bench in her haste.
Mia stared up at her in surprise. “You okay? I didn’t mean you have to go now.”
“No, I’m good.” Just reeling.
“I’ll come. To Thanksgiving. If you want me there,” Mia called to her, voice soft as she reached the door.
Ellie only nodded, because she was worried if she spoke she might just say that she was finding she wanted Mia everywhere.


Mia did come.
Ellie was sipping on a glass of red when she arrived.
It was Thanksgiving, though, and her mother was staying with them, so of course she was. The turkey wasn’t even carved and Ellie already felt like a failure. That really didn’t even touch on the fact that she was definitely gay and she didn’t really know how or when to say it to her mother, so… yeah.
Good times all around.
When Mia knocked on the apartment door, Ellie jumped to swing it open. She’d been hanging out in the front corridor for over twenty minutes, since Mia had texted to say that she was on her way. She stumbled a step with the weight of the door and how fast she opened it.
Mia’s eyes widened and she quickly reached out – always with the reflexes – her hand catching Ellie’s elbow. She swore she could feel the heat from the light touch through her sweater and down her entire arm.
That happened a lot lately.
“Happy Thanksgiving, Beckett,” Mia grinned up at her, rubbing her thumb over Ellie’s elbow once before she dropped her hand and held up the bag she had in the other. “I was running a little late because I stopped to get this. It’s just a little word game thing that was on sale, for Riley, and a decent wine for your mother…” She eyed Ellie’s wine glass. “Though, I guess I didn’t have to get that?”
Ellie could hear the concern in her voice and it warmed her. She shrugged, though. “It’s my only glass of the day thus far. Just…” She heaved a sigh. She hadn’t unloaded again on Mia since that day and didn’t plan to; it wasn’t as though Mia felt the need to do it to her.
“In that case, where can I get a glass?” Mia gamely gave her a grin. There was something a little off in it, though, and Ellie frowned.
She contemplated that look as she led Mia into the dining room where the drinks were all set up. Which, she stumbled a step, may have been a mistake, as her mother was there.
Fixing the table that Ellie had already set.
Her mother, who straightened and eyed them both, before landing on Mia with a nice smile. “You must be Mia. I’ve heard a lot about you.” The look she gave Ellie with her eyes said I’ve heard a lot about you from Riley.
Ellie was close enough to Mia to feel her tense a bit as she shook her mother’s hand, but her smile was genuine – if not slightly hesitant. “It’s nice to meet you, Dr. Beckett.”
“It’s Molly. I’m sorry you couldn’t be with your family today.” Ellie could feel Mia tense even more. “But we always have more than enough. Though, I’m a little surprised to see that Eleanor decided to invite someone this year,” she added, arching her eyebrows as she looked between them. “But I’m glad.”
Mia’s smile got a little brighter and less tense as she nudged Ellie with her shoulder. “Yeah, well, Ellie didn’t really seem like she wanted me to spend the day at the station, so.”
Her mom’s smile shifted to her and Ellie enjoyed the burst of warmth she got whenever her mom gave her a look with that hint of pride in it. “She does have a good heart.”
The warm look Mia gave her was even better, even more potent than her mom’s approval or the wine, and she heard Riley’s words from a couple of weeks ago in her head again. She totally adores you! And as much as Ellie had “pfft”d it off, she wondered now – for maybe the fifth or fiftieth time – while Mia looked at her, if it was true.
“I should go check on the turkey. Lovely to meet you,” her mom excused herself.
She could feel Mia untense as her mother left the room.
“Two Dr. Becketts in the same room, sounds like the beginning of a bad joke.”
Ellie rolled her eyes even as she huffed out a laugh. “Shut up.” She watched Mia though, as she poured her a glass of wine. “Are you okay?”
“I’m…fine.”
Ellie arched her eyebrows so high, she wasn’t sure they were still on her forehead.
Mia sighed, taking the glass from her and tapping her fingers against it. A little fidget that Ellie could pick up on, now. “I’m not usually that great with parents?” She admitted quietly. “I don’t meet them very much and I don’t have mine anymore, and so, they always make me… anxious.”
The words were the most Mia had told her about her parents in a year of friendship, and Ellie just knew it was more than Mia shared with most people.
She put her hand on Mia’s shoulder, small and warm under her sweater, and squeezed a little.
Before she could figure out the right thing to say – comforting words! – Mia forced a little smile. She did that. Forced a smile through the hard things. “That’s why I brought the gifts. Always the right thing to bring your hosts a gift, and I figured if I brought you all something, it would do some of the work for me.”
Ellie frowned. “You didn’t have to bring anything at all. Especially not something for all of us?”
Mia held up the bag again. “It’s not much. Like I said, the game and the wine. And I got you a liver.”
Ellie stared. “Um. I have one of those.”
Mia jostled Ellie’s shoulder with her own before she placed her glass down and reached into the bag, rustling around for a moment before she emerged with a plush toy. Of a liver. “But do you have one with a face?”
Ellie snort-laughed so hard, she almost dropped her glass. “Oh my god, why is it smiling? That’s so gross.”
Mia grinned triumphantly. “But you love it, sicko.”
“I do.” Ellie reached out, accidentally sliding her hand over Mia’s as she grasped at the plush. Mia didn’t drop her hand even when Ellie had a grip.
She stared down at Mia, finding herself blinking a bit too much as Mia smiled so sweetly up at her. She totally adores you!
And with the way Mia smiled at her, like this, and she bought her a liver because of Ellie’s research, and, maybe she did?
Maybe –
Riley came bounding in. “Hey, Mom told me to come get you, because she needs us both to help with–”
She cut herself off, green eyes widening as she took in how close she and Mia were standing and the way their hands were touching still. Ellie knew her sister like she knew her own mind, and she knew exactly what Riley was thinking as her mouth fell open into an almost excited squeal.
Ellie quickly gave her a look that sharply cut off whatever sound Riley seemed to want to make, her excitement deflating. “Ah, I mean, dinner’s ready and she needs our help to carry everything out.”
The moment was gone, and Ellie knew it even before Mia dropped her hand.
But the whole encounter left Ellie with a buzz throughout dinner, especially as Mia sat next to her and mitigated every discussion away from Ellie’s career every time the topic came up. And how she routinely moved her foot against Ellie's, giving her a little grin from the corner of her mouth as they ate, and Ellie was totally high on it.
It lasted until they were all sitting around in the living room after dinner, full and lazy, as Riley clapped her hands. “All right, who’s up for some trivia?”
Joel groaned from where he lounged on the floor, much to the chagrin of Ellie’s mother. Granted, that had amused Ellie. “As soon as my dinner isn’t about to go all Alien from my stomach, you’re on.”
“That’s some wholesome imagery,” Gianna prodded in the way she sometimes had when she wanted to get Joel going.
Joel picked his head up. “It’s Thanksgiving. Native Americans were slaughtered. Are we concerned about being wholesome today?”
Mia cleared her throat to interrupt. “Sorry to be the buzzkill and destroy your even teams, but I have to leave soon.”
Riley looked a little crestfallen. About a fourth of what Ellie felt. “Oh… but it’s not even seven?”
Ellie turned to look at Mia from her position on the couch, confused. “I thought you didn’t have plans today? Do you have to work?”
Mia looked a little uncomfortable as everyone’s attention turned to her. “Yeah, I didn’t have plans for dinner, and no, I’m not working. But since I had the day off, I told Colleen I would meet up with her after she saw her family.”
Ellie swore her heart stopped beating for a second. “Colleen?”
Colleen, Mia reminded her, the woman she’d gone out with the week after she’d met up with Kristin, almost two months ago. Ellie hadn’t thought her overly important, though, just another one of Mia’s dates. But, she realized, it had been over a month since Colleen appeared on the scene, and apparently, she was important enough that Mia was going to see her on a holiday. After continuing to date her for six weeks.
That completely destroyed her Mia-buzz, and when everyone got up to stretch and get something to drink, Ellie found herself sitting out on the fire escape.
It was cold, sure, but she felt like her heart was aching and the chilly weather was a nice balm for it. She shouldn’t feel like her heart was aching; it wasn’t like she had told Mia how she felt. Or that Mia would owe her anything if she did.
But. It hurt.
She thought it was Riley who opened the window to climb out and sit with her, as Riley was wont to do whenever Ellie sat out here for too long. But she could tell a second later that it was Mia, just by her scent.
She looked up and saw that Mia already had her jacket on, the black bomber jacket that was definitely not warm enough for tonight’s weather. So ridiculous. But she knew that Mia wasn’t coming out here to join her, but was coming to say goodbye, even before she spoke.
“You okay? Is this about that comment your mom made about you working at MIT instead of that Tri-Fall thing? Because you know that’s just crap–”
Ellie shook her head and made herself smile through the tightness in her throat. Her mom had made that comment, just before she’d come outside, but it honestly hadn’t even registered through the haze of the realization that Mia was dating someone for real.
“No, no. It’s –” It was… what? What was she supposed to say? It’s about the fact that I realized who I am and that I like you – a lot – and you have someone else? No. Ellie closed her eyes tightly and forced a nod. “Actually, yeah. It’s stupid to be upset about, but I just had to sit out here and think.”
Mia shook her head and settled herself against the brick wall, her knees bumping into Ellie’s thighs. “Not stupid.”
Unable to resist, Ellie turned to look at Mia and took in the way the moonlight reflected in her dark hair. “You’re leaving.”
Mia grunted an affirmative even though it wasn’t really a question. “Yeah, but I wanted to say bye to you, first.” She shifted. “I didn’t realize trivia was a Thanksgiving night thing, or I would have made later plans.”
Ellie gamely attempted to smile. “You’ll learn if you stick with us.”
“I think I might,” Mia said softly, not mirroring Ellie’s joking tone at all, and it made the tightness in Ellie’s chest loosen.
Loosen enough for her to ask, “So… Colleen?” And she was impressed with herself for her voice staying so impartial. Light, even. Who knew she was so good at covering her feelings up?
Then again, she guessed she’d covered them up from herself for twenty-seven years.
Mia shrugged but smiled a little. “Yeah. I don’t know. I like her.”
“More than the usual?” She couldn’t help but ask. Asking questions even knowing the answer would hurt you… she wasn’t one to usually question Albert Einstein, but she was pretty sure that was the real definition of insanity.
Mia chuckled, giving her a look that Ellie didn’t really understand. She thought it was full of fondness, as Mia confirmed, “More than the usual.”
The confirmation… sucked. And she’d never had to deal with this before, this – chest-crushing feeling. But Ellie kept a smile on her face and dimly heard herself say, “Good. That’s good.”
Mia left soon after, not without telling Ellie to be safe. “I’m not going to be here for a rescue, and I don’t want my best friend splattered on the ground.”
“You really have a way with words.”
Mia grinned brightly. “I know.”
She couldn’t bring herself to go back inside, even after Mia left. Instead, she sat out on the fire escape to… think. And feel. And reconcile how both of those things now happened all of the time, simultaneously.
Eventually, Riley climbed out with a blanket, sidling up next to her on the step as she wrapped it around both of their shoulders.




Six.
So, there was a Colleen.
Ellie learned a lot about Colleen very quickly, from the first time they met at Mia’s twenty-ninth birthday dinner.
One, that, physically? She was a platinum blonde with legs for days and had one of those smiles that was in toothpaste commercials. The ones where everyone’s teeth were already perfectly brightly white even before they used the life-changing new brand.
Two, that she gave the Root Beer Ellie ordered with her dinner a disdainful look. “You know, you should really stick to either tea or water.”
Three, that she refused to go to The Witching Hour, because she had to be asleep by nine in order to wake up at four for sunrise yoga. She was a yoga instructor, because of course she was. Of course that was how she and Mia had met. Doing something Ellie wasn’t sure she would even be coordinated enough to try.
And finally? That she didn’t seem to like Ellie very much, if the fake smile she gave Ellie at the end of the night – the one that looked exactly like the one she’d gotten from Riley’s other popular friends growing up, who pretended to be nice to her when they were at her house – was any indication.
But really, things didn’t change all that much. Not even after Christmas, when Mia officially referred to Colleen as her girlfriend.
Ellie still saw Mia a couple times a week, she still kicked her ass at pool, Mia still came to game night. Sure, they hung out a little less at Mia’s apartment, and didn’t go on as many weekend trips, but – it was fine.
Ellie still felt like her heart was going to beat out of her chest whenever Mia was close to her or when she made her laugh or when Mia had those sparing vulnerable moments with her.
Actually, that feeling only got worse.
But it was fine. Totally fine.


Ellie got drunk with Mia for the first time on moonshine.
They got a drink at the bar regularly, sure, but they didn’t overly-indulge. Not until one night in mid-March.
She hadn’t expected this little party when she’d come home from the lab, but there it was. Did it count as a party if there were six people? Ellie didn’t know, but it was enough to feel like a celebration.
Especially because of the huge Congrats! banner hung, slightly crooked, across the living room. And Riley and her rag-tag group of friends all wearing party hats, and… Mia. Of course, Mia, wearing one too, hers slightly askew.
She shut the door behind her slowly. “Um, what is happening? Did I win the lottery and not realize it?”
“No, you dummy; you’re a genius,” Gianna told her.
And Riley expounded, “Ells, you have to take time to be proud of the stuff you’re doing instead of constantly looking ahead to the next thing!”
She shuffled on her feet as she slid her jacket off her shoulders and cleared her throat. Celebrating herself, talking about herself, always made her feel a little too self-conscious. Even if her genomics research had been growing by leaps and bounds, the liver cells they’d mapped out in her lab showing was signs of growth, and – she’d been nominated to give a TEDtalk next month in Vancouver, after she’d published an article about it, and she’d heard some talks around the department around her teaching a genomics course.
She wasn’t even really sure what to make of it all, but she was happy and relieved and proud of herself. She was.
But the fanfare…
She blinked as Gianna handed her a mason jar with a pink liquid in it. “I used the moonshine that your PhD candidates definitely did not gift you with at Christmas. And I hope you are ready to feel a hangover, because, honey, these taste delicious and you are going to be feeling it tomorrow.”
Mia shouldered her out of the way. “We aren’t wimps.”
Gianna merely lifted her eyebrows. “We’ll see,” she sing-songed as she walked away into the kitchen, leaving Mia beaming up at Ellie.
Ellie swirled the drink around in her jar. Gianna did mix a good drink; she’d done a whole course on mixology on her Instagram or something a few years ago, and – it had been a whole thing. “No Colleen tonight? She, uh, could have come.”
Mia paused nearly imperceptibly, but Ellie noticed everything about Mia, so of course, she saw that as well. But Mia immediately crossed her arms as she leaned back against the door. “Nah. She was going out with some friends tonight, anyway, and drinking isn’t really her style, you know that. She says congrats, though.”
Ellie didn’t know how much she believed that; she and Colleen had only met about three times after that birthday dinner four months ago, and it wasn’t as if Colleen was particularly welcoming. Then again, Ellie probably wasn’t either.
Still, Ellie wasn’t going to think about that tonight. She was honestly just relieved and excited that Mia didn’t come here with her girlfriend.
Instead, she accepted the words with a nod and smoothed her hand over her stomach, nerves jumping there. They’d been crazy all week, ever since she found out about how big her research had become, so quickly. She’d been told by Dominic, her old advisor, that should her work actually well, work, that this would happen.
But she hadn’t expected it, and it was – a lot.
Mia touched the back of her hand softly, stopping her motion. “Hey. You good?”
Ellie tried to force some of the tension out from her shoulders as she smiled back, a bit strained. “Yeah. It’s just that, everything’s just been so crazy? And all of the sudden, I have all of this recognition, and…” And there was that feeling inside of her, that gnawing feeling, that told her to fold under scrutiny.
“You deserve it, though.”
Ellie scoffed.
Mia’s voice was a little more urgent and way more serious as she gripped Ellie’s hand. “You do.”
“You do, so quit doubting yourself and come take a breather for once,” Gianna told her as she walked out of the kitchen and grabbed Ellie’s other hand, tugging her into the living room.
Gianna was right; the drink was delicious and strong as fuck all. It only took one for Joel to be hammered, two for almost everyone else, and three for Ellie and Aaron. The rest of the night was a blur of music and screaming and cheers and laughter and the only crystal clear thing Ellie retained from it was this:
The clock above the tv reported that it was just after two in the morning and the apartment was finally completely silent as Ellie turned off the movie that started playing after the one they’d all sat down to watch hours ago.
Everyone else was passed out – Riley and Gianna in Riley’s room, Joel and Aaron on the couch, and Mia snuggled into a cute little ball on the chair.
Ellie stared down at her, the way Mia’s hands tucked adorably under her chin like she was some sort of fucking angel or something. Ellie wasn’t completely sober, and she was sure she was smiling a little too widely at Mia, but – okay, she had to stop before it got a little too Fear. Or One Hour Photo. Twilight. Swimfan.
Damn, she’d seen way too many movies about stalkers.
Shaking her head – and, bad idea, that made her a little dizzy – she grabbed the blanket hanging on the chair and draped it over Mia. She had to stop herself from reaching down and brushing Mia’s hair back just because it looked so soft. But she did.
“A score for willpower,” she muttered, before slapping her hand over her mouth, and hiccupped.
Yeah, she was not sober, and it was time for bed. She burrowed under her covers after stripping down to a tank top and boy shorts, staring at the ceiling as it spun a bit in a pattern that looked like an isometric cube.
She’d just started to drift off when she felt it.
It being the dip in her bed and she groggily blinked heavy eyelids open when she felt cool air as her blankets were shifted and tugged up a little too forcefully. In a move that was far clumsier than usual, a small, compact body rolled under her covers and tucked against her side.
Ellie’s entire body froze, her breath catching, and Mia was in her bed.  
Mia was in her bed, her hand reaching out and landing haphazardly on Ellie’s stomach, her pinky finger resting on the sliver of skin between Ellie’s tank top and her underwear. And Ellie’s entire body shivered and her heart pounded, and, “Mia?”
“You’re a damn genius, Ellie,” Mia told her, voice sleepy and still a little slurred as her head fell between Ellie’s shoulder and chest. She yawned and rubbed her cheek against Ellie in the cutest, warmest way, before she sighed. “You’re so stupidly smart and you need to take credit for it.”
Ellie’s throat was too dry for words to possibly escape and she looked down at Mia. She’d expected Mia to be looking back at her in alarm at how fucking fast Ellie’s heart was pounding under Mia’s ear.
But those dark eyes were closed and her legs were curled against Ellie’s, and she started breathing deep and even and Ellie –
Ellie didn’t – couldn’t – resist stroking her hand through Mia’s dark hair, this time. Not like this. She did it lightly, so Mia didn’t jar or wake up, and it was so soft and soothing and she felt Mia sigh against her and cuddle closer, and Ellie realized it.
She realized it at three in the morning, while Mia was stealing her blankets in her sleep and breathing softly against her neck with warm breath smelling like sweetness and alcohol, while her own brain was still a little foggy, that she never wanted to fall asleep again without this.
That maybe she was way past “liking” Mia and might be headfirst in love with her.


She was nursing a disgusting green “smoothie” – that was what Joel called it, anyway – the following morning when the sun was shining way too brightly into her and Riley’s living room. It was apparently supposed to help with their hangovers, but Ellie’s stomach was severely having some doubts.
They were all wrapped up in blankets and grumbly and bleary-eyed from the night before, and they’d made tentative plans to order mountains of Chinese food… sometime. At some point. For the moment, though, they crowded together and commiserated while something played on HGTV.
Well, all of them except for –
“Where’s Mia?” Joel asked, scratching the back of his head, his hair sticking up at all angles. “When we got up,” he gestured to himself and Aaron. “She wasn’t in here with us anymore.”
He was sitting on the floor, but twisted around to look at Ellie, who was sitting between Riley and Gianna on the couch, even though Riley’s head was arched back, her mouth open as she’d fallen back asleep an hour ago.
Ellie felt her stomach clench and churn and it had nothing to do with the hangover. She remembered stroking Mia’s hair and holding her while she slept for over an hour before she fell asleep herself.
Just like she remembered waking up with Mia when Joel slammed the bathroom door across the hall by accident around dawn. Mia had blinked at her for a moment, eyebrows drawing down in confusion, before she’d sat up and gave a short, quiet laugh that sounded forced to Ellie’s admittedly tired faculties.
“Uh, I guess the chair really didn’t cut it for me last night,” Mia joked, voice a little husky from sleep in a way that Ellie liked and had never heard before.
She’d only given a sleepy, weak smile in response. She stretched and as her eyes were closed, she felt the blanket be tucked back around her and Mia’s hand in her own surely disheveled, curly mass of hair before Mia whispered, “Get some more sleep.”
And Ellie had, easily drifting off. But when she woke back up again, Mia was gone. Not just from her bed, but the apartment, and she’d left Ellie a quick text saying that she’d gotten called into the station. Which – was fine.
Really.
Okay, so she felt uneasy about it.
Really.
Gianna wrapped her arm around Ellie’s shoulders, encasing her in her warm blanket in a surprisingly comforting way, before she nudged Joel’s head with her foot. If his groan was any indication, it wasn’t too gentle, either, and Ellie grinned.
“She had to go,” she gruffly told him, staring blankly but intently at the television. “Work.”
“Oh.” Joel paused. “I thought she wasn’t doing weekend shifts for the rest of the month.”
Ellie’s stomach dipped. “Yeah, I don’t know.”
Joel nodded slowly. “Aw, man. She told me she’d come to the gym with me later. Do you think–”
“Joel, can you just be quiet and watch the movie? Or if I puke from this headache, it’s going all over your pretty little head,” Gianna effectively threatened, and Ellie wasn’t sure she’d ever appreciated her more.
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It was only two weeks later that she found Mia in the pub, and this time, she wasn’t getting drunk off of moonshine, or in a celebration.
And even though she’d realized she was in love with her best friend who didn’t even know Ellie was gay, had another girlfriend, and was the only real friend Ellie had made in a decade only two weeks ago, Ellie really felt like she’d been handling it relatively well.
Had she sat with her head buried in her hands wondering what the hell to do with herself for almost an hour? Sure. Had she avoided Mia’s texts the following day? A little, but it felt like Mia was doing something similar right back.
“And you know what? It’s all – confusing. It’s all so confusing,” she’d vented to Riley and Gianna, who’d watched her pace and air out her thoughts.
Riley had been sympathetic, as she often was.
While Gianna had nodded and given her a quick hug, before she’d slapped Ellie on the ass and said, “Welcome to being human. We’re all confusing. I’ve been confused about women’s feelings since the first time I realized I had a crush on a girl when I was fourteen. In a way, you coming out later in life is a blessing, then, hmm?”
Ellie could only glare at her.
Things had gotten back to normal, though. The weirdness she and Mia had – though, maybe she was just imagining it – was gone and things were good again.
Except for today. Because Ellie had sent multiple messages checking in if they were going to get dinner, and Mia hadn’t answered.
She was just finishing up planning her upcoming curriculum to get approved for the class that MIT had twisted her arm into teaching for the next fall semester. Granted, they didn’t have to twist that hard… Ellie might not want to be the center of attention, but she did want to talk about her research.
Still. It wasn’t like Mia to not answer her phone and she felt a little concerned until Mia texted finally –
Mia Sharpe – 6:32PM
Bckett where are you.? The pubs playing shitty
music and M EG AN wont let me change it
Ellie Beckett – 6:33PM

You’re at The Witching Hour? 
She didn’t get a response and didn’t ask anything more, instead pocketed her phone and hurried out.
Mia was at their pub and was drunk. Not as drunk as Ellie had seen her a couple weeks ago but enough to have been attempting to get into a philosophical debate with Megan about fire code standards.
“Oh, thank fuck you’re here. Handle her, please.” Megan sounded relieved to see her, and her comment alerted Mia to Ellie’s presence.
Mia spun in her stool to face her, and Ellie had been expecting a drunk, happy Mia, for some reason.
She was wrong.
Because Mia did smile at her, but Ellie could see the sadness in those dark eyes. The first thing Mia did was ask, “Did you know Megan’s fire safety codes aren’t all up to date? She has a smoke detector that is dead. It’s dead, Beckett.”
Ellie’s eyebrows lifted as she slid into her stool. “Uh, no. I didn’t know. I guess I should check mine.”
Mia waved her off. “Don’t bother; I checked it the first night I came over. Replaced the whole thing with a much better one three months ago.”
Ellie stared as Mia sipped her drink. “You changed my smoke detector?”
“And checked the hookup on your stove and the safety inspections on your building. Everything’s good.”
“Thank you?”
Mia only nodded to herself, before she asked, “Did you know that Megan makes a great sidecar?”
Ellie was thrown for a loop at that, and her eyebrows shot up in surprise – and confusion at the topic – as she glimpsed down at Mia’s drink. “I had no idea anyone younger than my mother even drank sidecars. How many have you had?”
Mia shrugged. “A few,” her voice was a little sullen as she asked Megan for another, and, “One for my friend’s mother!” Which made Mia chuckle at herself.
Ellie didn’t laugh, though, as she sat sideways in her stool, facing Mia. She ran her eyes over her, taking in the bags under her eyes and how her hair was in a messy ponytail instead of its usual tidy styles.
Worry settled in her stomach. She’d thought at first – because of the debate Mia had been trying to have with Megan – that it would be job related.
It wasn’t, apparently, and she only had to ask once, her voice reflecting her worry as Megan dropped off the sidecar and gave a sympathetic look, “Mia, what’s going on?”
Mia chewed on her bottom lip for a second before she let out a heavy sigh and dipped her head, appearing uncharacteristically beaten down. “Colleen broke up with me.”
And Ellie was – floored, eyes wide and mouth hanging open. “She – what?”
“She dumped me, Beckett,” Mia said, a bit more aggressively, as she swallowed another mouthful of her sidecar.
“But who in the world would do that?” It slipped out before she could stop it but really, she just couldn’t comprehend it all.
She couldn’t comprehend Kristin Rhodes for letting Mia move across the country from her when Mia had wanted to marry her, couldn’t understand any of the women Mia had those casual flings with – because why didn’t they want to hold on? – and she certainly couldn’t grasp Colleen, who had been able to go to sleep with Mia and hold her at night and kiss her the way Ellie was only dreaming of.
Mia chuckled mirthlessly. “You’d be surprised.”
She stared down at the bar for a few seconds and Ellie did the best thing she could think of. She leaned in and wrapped her arms around Mia.
And Mia let her. There had been times, she remembered, early in their friendship where touches or hugs were tense at first, because neither of them were particularly tactile. Well, Ellie wasn’t with anyone but her sister, anyway. Not until now. But this was how far they’d come. The two of them, together. With Mia, she didn’t feel so awkward and uncomfortable, like everything she was saying or doing was wrong. Mia never let her feel that way. This? Felt so right.
Mia relaxed in her hold even though Ellie could feel her start to shake in her arms.
If this was earlier in their friendship, she might have suggested a whole laundry list of things she knew Mia would find fun. Like go to the movies or on a drive around or make a plan to go to a stupid antique place, to take her mind off of things.
But she knew Mia now, had known her for almost two years, and she knew Mia would have this on her mind no matter what.
Instead, she asked, “What do you want me to do?” She’d found over the years it was always so much easier to read people when she could be told.
Mia’s voice was quiet – so quiet and so soft, it was unlike Ellie had ever heard, as she asked, “Can you just sit here?”
So, Ellie did. She ordered a water, while Mia got another sidecar, drinking that one slower, especially as Megan gestured that it was her last one.
And after almost an hour of quiet, Mia spoke again.
“She called me stubborn. Said I didn’t take us as seriously as she did. That I’m obsessed with work.” She opened her mouth to continue, before eyeing Ellie and biting her lip. Her voice cracked, vulnerable, as she finished in a mumble, “Among other things.”
And Ellie was… pissed. She wasn’t one who was prone to anger, not usually, so she was hard-pressed to think of another time where she’d been more pissed, in recent history; Colleen was officially going onto the list of people she didn’t want to see again and wouldn’t mind punching. The only people on that list with her was her mom’s “friend” Bill, who had hit on her mother less than a month after her father died and Ashton, Riley’s college boyfriend, who’d proposed to her after graduating and then got caught cheating on her a week later.
Still, she reigned in her anger because Mia needed her right now, and there were fewer words she’d ever meant more than, “She’s wrong.”
Mia shook her head. “She’s not. She’s not wrong.”
“How can you say that?” Ellie demanded, her voice probably harsher than it should have been, but she was… god, she was fucking angry. “You’re my–” many things almost came out, “Best friend; I know you better than almost anyone. You care more than most people I’ve ever met. You changed my smoke detector and I didn’t even know. And you know what? What’s so wrong with being obsessed with work? You have goals. You are saving lives! It’s admirable.”
As she finished, Mia was regarding her with something akin to amusement. There was still pain etched into her features, but there was that Ellie-look she had on her face, too. “I don’t know how much the work thing means coming from someone else who’s most definitely work-obsessed.”
Ellie shrugged. “So, I love my work and so do you. It’s not like you didn’t make time, Mia,” she said, her voice softening considerably. She hesitated for a moment before resting her hand on Mia’s arm.
And Mia relaxed into her touch but didn’t look at her, instead sitting facing forward and staring hard at the bar. There was a deep frown on her face that belayed the thoughts Ellie knew were spinning out in her mind and the sadness she was clearly feeling.
“Not enough,” she muttered, rapping her knuckles on the bar. “It’s never enough. I’m never enough.”
Ellie knew she wasn’t only talking about making time anymore, but something bigger. She didn’t know exactly what, but maybe she didn’t have to.
You’re more than enough, the words wanted to escape but couldn’t leave her throat.
Mia drained her final sidecar, leaning into Ellie as she whispered, “I just – I want to find that person, you know?”
Her voice sounded almost… dreamy.
“What person?” Ellie asked, her eyes switching from where they were taking in Mia’s profile to her eyes as Mia turned to look at her properly.
And Mia’s lips curled into the smallest grin, as she shook her head. “Of course, I’m trying to explain this to the woman who never ever dates.”
The words were teasing, but Ellie felt them like a sting in the chest. It was the first time Mia had ever made her feel that way, and…
She knew Mia was hurting and she tried not to feel offended, but she recoiled, sliding her hand from Mia’s arm. Because… okay. Maybe she didn’t date, but – she’d had work and Riley to hang out with and men had held no interest. And she’d only realized she was gay less than a year ago and was barely out to anyone.
Regardless, she learned in that moment that it felt like shit for her dating life to be mocked by the woman she was in love with.
Mia let out a groan and dropped her head into her hands. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s fine,” she lied and shrugged. It would be fine after the sting faded; she’d heard worse things her whole life. Not from Mia, but. Still.
Mia’s hand landed on her arm, grasping at her wrist, her hold firm and meaningful. “No, Ellie. I am sorry. That was… it was a dumb and uncalled for thing to say because I’m feeling shitty about myself.” She gave a sad smile and gestured at herself with her other hand. “Look, maybe you have it right, not dating around.”
“I don’t want to date around,” she mumbled, relenting as the last of the hurt stopped pinching in her chest and she relaxed again. Her words felt almost like a secret in and of themselves; because she didn’t want to date around… she wanted Mia.
But Mia didn’t know that, and she scoffed. “Well, it sucks. Don’t.”
She couldn’t stop herself, “Then, why do you?”
Mia sighed, her shoulders slumping as she looked Ellie in the eye, her gaze searching. “Because I want to find that person,” she repeated from minutes ago.
Ellie took in a breath and tried not to get frustrated. “I don’t–”
“I know. You are completely self-sufficient and that’s fucking amazing. I really envy that,” Mia’s voice was full of sincerity. She watched Mia swallow hard. “But as much as I try to be like you? I’m not. I’m full of fronts, Beckett.” 
Before Ellie could really think about that one, Mia was talking again. 
“I act like I’m fine alone, but I want someone. I want that someone. The person who wants to be with me, no matter what. Who is on the same page with me, on all of the things that matter. Who’s going to be there at the end of the day even when I might be work obsessed or stubborn or – whatever. The person who doesn’t leave, who – who goes antiquing with me even if she hates it and knows just how I take my coffee and likes to spend weekends making lists of activities to make the most of our time. Who can see that I maybe don’t open up easily, but will decide I’m worth it, anyway. The person… who deals with me and all my crap and doesn’t get sick of it – of me – as soon as the shine is gone.”
Every word made Ellie ache because she did understand. With Mia, she understood that want for the first time in her whole fucking life, and she wanted to scream at Mia that she was Right. There. But Mia was sitting here, heartbroken, and – she couldn’t.
“You will,” she assured, her voice gravelly. Because even if Mia didn’t know it yet and this wasn’t the right time, she had that person.
Mia’s fingers squeezed Ellie’s wrist. “It doesn’t feel super promising. But thanks.”
Mia closed her eyes and took in a deep breath before she spoke so lowly, Ellie had to lean in close to hear her. “I didn’t love her,” Mia’s voice wobbled for a moment before she swallowed hard. “Colleen… I didn’t. I just – I really liked her. It was the first time since Kristin that I felt like something – could be real.”
“You were with her for six months.” Ellie cringed at herself making the comment. But she was surprised. She also hated herself for being pleased, but then assured herself that at least that meant that while Mia was sad, she wasn’t completely devastated.
“Yeah. I thought… maybe with some more time, we could – you know. But. No more time.” She shut her eyes tightly and let out a deep, shuddering sigh.
When she looked back up at Ellie, those eyes, those big, dark, deep eyes were full of tears and her voice was scratchy, hardly louder than a breath. “Why is it so easy for people to walk away from me?”
Ellie couldn’t help herself, not even if she wanted to. She slid off her stool and wrapped her arms around Mia, who moved in closer. Burrowing, almost, pressing her face against Ellie’s neck and seconds later, she realized that those were tears she felt against her skin.
Ellie didn’t know; she couldn’t fathom walking away from Mia at this point, so she tightened her arms around her and said a truth she’d figured out long ago. “Because people are idiots.”
She could feel Mia laugh for a second, the breath fanning out warmly against Ellie’s neck. “I was being serious.”
“So was I.” Ellie rubbed her hands up and down Mia’s back and she felt… so small. Which, Mia was, but she knew exactly how to strut around a room like she owned it, so it was easy to forget.
They were quiet for a few seconds and Ellie could feel her heart beating quickly before she swallowed hard and whispered words she took more seriously than anything else she’d ever said, “You have me. I’m not going anywhere.”
More than anything, she needed Mia to know that. To know that she had Ellie. She had her in her corner, always.
And the way Mia sniffled slightly and nodded against her shoulder as she shakily said, “I know,” was one of the best moments of her life so far.
Not because Mia was in pain – never because of that. But because this woman who had such a hard time letting people in, was letting Ellie hold her while she cried. Because this woman who expected everyone to leave her was telling Ellie that she trusted her to stay.
Ellie wouldn’t let her down.
They stayed at the bar until closing time, and the last thing Mia said before Ellie got her in a cab home was, “Beckett? Ellie. I don’t – I don’t want to imagine my world without you.”
Ellie felt her heart warm and her stomach drop out as she assured, “You don’t have to.”




Part 3:


The Uncertainty Principle
It is impossible to know two properties of the same particle




Seven.
Ellie hadn’t known what pride really meant, before.
As a concept, of course, the basic understanding of the noun. But not… the definition of pride as, like, gay pride? Ellie had very rarely felt entirely at ease with herself on every level. Academically, sure. But beyond that, it was – nothing ever felt like a perfect fit.
It was how Gianna and Riley had gotten her to go out to a pride party –
“Riley, I don’t want to go out to some rando’s pride party.”
“Helena isn’t a rando, she’s one of my biggest sponsors. Rude,” Gianna tossed one of the pillows on the couch at the back of Ellie’s head. “And she throws the coolest party the first weekend of June, every year.”
Ellie turned to glare. “Random to me.” She spun back to her sister. “It’s going to be full of people and places and glitter – do you know how hard it is to get glitter out of our hair?” Ellie stood in the middle of her living room, arms folded over her chest.
“Glitter! Who cares about the glitter, El?” Riley shook her head. “This isn’t some giant party where you have to feel like an outlier. This is somewhere that you can just – be you.” Riley came to stand right in front of her, hands landing on Ellie’s shoulders in the way she always loved to do. “Ellie, you are my sister. Do you think I’ve forgotten every struggle you’ve gone through? All of the times you tried to fit in, every time you didn’t feel quite like you belonged? But you figured yourself out this year! And you’ve been so much more… you, now.”
“I have?” Ellie couldn’t have sounded more doubtful if she tried.
“You have,” Gianna confirmed, crossing her arms and tossing her phone to the cushion next to her. She was dressed in only a black bralette and the shortest rainbow shorts ever made, with perfectly applied winged eyeliner – and tons of glitter.
Ellie frowned at it.
Gianna noticed and grinned. “The glitter is already in your home, so you might as well come.”
Riley shook her head and kicked at Gianna’s foot. “Ignore her. You don’t have to wear glitter. All I’m saying, is that you exist as you, now. It doesn’t feel like you’re hiding all of the time, anymore. So, I won’t force you to do this every year or anything, but – come, at least once.”
Ellie definitely didn’t know about every year! But… she bit her lip. “Okay.”
Because, well, it would be a lie to say she wasn’t interested in seeing what all of this was about.
And, as Ellie had suspected, it hadn’t changed her life. But it had been… okay. All right, as far as large parties went, Ellie had enjoyed it more than usual. She’d found herself dancing with women and she hadn’t minded the glitter, even, when she’d gone home. 
It had been enough to talk her into going to the Boston Pride Parade the following weekend, anyway.
As she stood on the sidewalk, having allowed Gianna to do some sort of rainbow eye shadow thing on her that somehow didn’t look horrible, she didn’t love the noise. She didn’t love people bumping into her, either.
But she did love seeing Joel and Aaron walking around in drag, and mostly –
Mostly, Ellie nearly swallowed her tongue when she saw Mia. She was standing on the back of a firetruck, as it slowly drove in the parade.
“Did you know she was going to be doing this?” Riley leaned over and shouted to be heard over the noise.
Ellie’s blood was roaring in her ears as she faintly nodded. She – she had, of course she had known. Mia had told her a few weeks ago that the fire department had come together and decided to have a truck decked out in rainbow flags to show support, especially as there were eight people between the Cambridge, Somerville, and Boston departments who identified as queer.
But she hadn’t known Mia was going to be wearing the tightest shirt tucked into her uniform pants that were held up with suspenders.
She also hadn’t realized she had a thing for suspenders.
Mia locked eyes with her in the crowd and her mouth dropped open in surprise, before a full-dimpled smile appeared. She dropped one hand from the ladder she was holding to reach out and wave directly at Ellie.
Then she reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone, firing off a text as Ellie watched from the crowd, immediately feeling her own phone buzz.
Mia Sharpe – 3:31PM
I didn’t think I’d be seeing you today! Go
to the party Gianna’s going to get everyone
into, tonight. I want to see you later
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It was the text that gave Ellie the resolve to do it.
That she was going to tell Mia about her feelings, for multiple reasons.
Because it had been a few months since she’d broken up with Colleen and Mia definitely seemed over her. Because they’d gotten even closer since then, which included a few times where Ellie had fallen asleep at Mia’s while they watched movies, and she’d woken up with Mia laying with her on the couch, snuggled right up next to her. Twice with a blanket over them, which meant it had been deliberate, right? 
And because Mia hadn’t dated anyone else since then, either. Not even casually.
Truthfully, that was the biggest reason. Ellie was worried that if she didn’t make her feelings known soon and take her chance, she would be too late. And what if next time, the woman wasn’t a total idiot, and it really was too late?
Even with that thought, she was petrified.
Ellie had never had these feelings for someone, so acting on them felt… foreign. But she also knew that with no action, she would never get anywhere.
As the panic crept up inside of her, she squeezed her eyes closed. This was Riley and Gianna’s fault! They’d planted these what if seeds in her brain and they’d grown for months now.
It had been nine months since Riley had said she totally adores you! And it still played on repeat in Ellie’s head every single time she and Mia had a moment. Or, what she thought – hoped, prayed – was a moment.
Whenever they held eye contact for what Ellie believed was longer than normal. Whenever Mia reached out and grabbed her hand and held for several beats as she laughed. Those nights on the couch. 
So, she came to the party. Even though it definitely was a little too loud and a lot more crowded than she preferred.
She brushed her hands over the outfit she’d let Riley and Gianna get her dressed up in like a life-sized Barbie doll. A crop top and short-shorts – it was out of Ellie’s usual oeuvre, but she was hoping that it would work for her tonight. She needed all of the luck she could get.
Especially as her stomach tangled in knots the more she sat in her thoughts, falling further back into the kitchen of the opulent home throwing this massive gathering, as she stared at Mia across the living room.
Mia had appeared in high-waisted shorts, with a rainbow tank top tucked in, and she’d kept with the black suspenders from earlier. She hadn’t noticed Ellie, and Ellie thought maybe it was a good thing. She’d noticed Mia from the second she’d walked in, and in that second, she’d been immediately engaged in conversation.
It was a very typical thing that happened to Mia.
Meanwhile, Ellie started falling further and further back from the thick of the crowd, starting to second guess herself. She bumped into someone, spinning around as she jumped in surprise. “Sorry!”
God, was this a sign? That she was doomed?
It was Helena, Gianna’s sponsor, who owned the house, holding a few bottles of alcohol. She gave Ellie an unbothered smile. “Don’t worry about it. You’re Gi’s friend, right?”
Ellie nodded quickly, afraid she might get kicked out, otherwise.
She was totally wrong. Helena instead handed her the half-empty bottle of vodka. “Then, enjoy! Nichol’s Exclusive Studded Pride edition – it’s going for fifteen hundred per bottle. Gi’s ads for it are going live this weekend; it’s going to fly off the shelf next week!”
Ellie then found herself cradling the bottle in her arms, nodding again, slower. Oookay.
She stared down at the alcohol in her hand. What was she doing here? At a giant party, wearing rainbow eye shadow, clutching some bottle of ridiculously expensive vodka?
She turned slightly back to catch a glimpse of Mia, expecting her to be in conversation with god-only-knew again. Only, Mia turned at the same time and caught her eye.
Or maybe this was the sign?
That when Mia locked eyes with her in a huge room full of people, Mia was all she could see. Even more so when Mia smiled at her and her eyes did the sparkle thing, and it made Ellie feel lightheaded.
She swayed on her feet for just a second before she caught herself.
But Mia was heading her way and Ellie took a deep breath. Should she chicken out? She should –
“Beckett! Look at you, out and about. And you’re all…” Mia’s gaze stared into her own, before slowly perusing down her body, pausing on her exposed stomach from the crop top, before moving back up.
She wondered if her shiver was visible in the dimmed lighting.
“I’m all what?” She managed, her voice just this side of hoarse.
Mia shook her head, lifting her eyebrows as she took in a deep breath. “Dressed… differently than usual.”
This was the moment. It had to be. Or it would never happen.
“It’s a party. You look so… serious,” Mia said with a smile still on those generous lips, but her eyes were so inquisitive, bordering on concerned. “You didn’t even want to be here tonight, right? This is Riley and Gianna’s doing, that’s what it is.”
Ellie normally would have rolled her eyes, but instead she let out a nervous chuckle. “Hmm, well. Not – not so much serious as nervous.” The truth slipped out as someone jostled her from behind, and she re-gripped the glass vodka bottle.
“Nervous?” Mia looked down at the bottle. “Wow. You dipped into the good stuff.”
“What? Oh. Yeah, do you want it?” She offered.
Mia tilted her head up at her, giving her a long, searching look. “Uh, I’m going to take it, mostly because I think maybe we should cut you off here. You’re acting weird.”
She took the bottle gently from Ellie’s hands, before she set it carefully down on the counter.
“Wait. That costs fifteen hundred dollars,” she pointed out, uselessly.
Mia gave her a look of such bafflement, it might have been funny any other time, before she reached out and grabbed the bottle again with one hand, then took Ellie’s hand in her other. “Follow me.”
She led Ellie through the throng of people, and up some stairs, then down another hallway, glancing into every nook and cranny trying to find a quieter, less crowded spot. Which Ellie appreciated, because she felt like she was starting to hyperventilate.
This was a terrible idea.
But what if it wasn’t?
To paraphrase Einstein, you only fail when you don’t try. That and she totally adores you pushed her on, as she took in a deep, trembling breath. Her hands were shaking.
Mia set down the bottle on the ground so that she could hold both of Ellie’s arms. “Please talk to me? Do you need to leave? I’ll bring you home.”
“No!” Ellie shook her head. “No, that’s not…” Then again, going home with Mia didn’t sound bad at all.
No, if they left, she would totally lose this nerve.
She took a deep breath and made herself look into Mia’s eyes, still feeling her warm hands on her arms. “I – the thing is…”
Why couldn’t she remember any of her practice speeches?!
“Do you – when you saw me, you said that you’re seeing me out and about.”
Mia nodded slowly, starting to trace her hands up and down Ellie’s arms. The motions were both comforting and made a delicious heat form that made her dizzy. Dizzier.
She cleared her throat and forced herself to continue. “Right. So. Out and about, that’s a – a funny phrase, I think. In this specific circumstance. Because you meant it in its traditionally used colloquial meaning, but there’s somewhat of a case here of dramatic irony.”
Mia stared at her, looking more confused now than she maybe ever had before. “Beckett, you’re losing me.”
Right. Ellie was being confusing and talking around the point. Right. Right. The point.
Taking in a deep breath, she nodded to herself. Bolstering herself. “I – the thing is…”
God, this was so hard.
“I’m trying to say, that…”
Mia gave her an encouraging, confused smile. The one that spoke so many volumes to Ellie. The one that made her feel cared for in a way that nothing and no one else ever had.
Ellie closed her eyes to avoid getting lost in it.
“I think I like – well, no, I know I like, uh, that is, I don’t think I’m… I like…”
Women. You.
Mia’s hand landed softly on her cheek, her thumb stroking gently. Warmly. Mia definitely believed it was comforting, but Ellie gasped at the touch because her hormones knew otherwise.
“Hey. It’s okay. You don’t have to say whatever it is if it feels like it’s too much.”
She fluttered her eyes open for just a second to take in how close Mia was in this moment. How her hand felt and you don’t have to say it –
Okay.
She wouldn’t say it.
It was too damn hard to say, anyway.
Before she could think too much, she took a deep breath and just went for it.
She reached out and tugged Mia closer by one suspender, cupping Mia’s jaw with the other hand. Mirroring Mia’s touch on her. And Mia’s skin was so, so soft. Ellie already knew that, but it felt even more significant right now, under her fingertips.
She closed her eyes again, pressing her lips to Mia’s and if she thought her skin was soft, then… fuck.
Because her lips were on another level entirely and Ellie could hardly even breath with the contact. It had been years since she’d kissed someone and a lifetime had passed her by without ever feeling this.
Mia’s lips parted against hers on a gasp so quiet Ellie could only feel it and not hear it. The gasp traveled through her entire body, she swore she could feel it reverberate in every limb, down her stomach, until it landed hot in her core.
She felt Mia’s hand tense against her before softening, her fingertips sliding down Ellie’s cheek and then over her jaw in the whisper of a caress. Mia’s other hand slid down Ellie’s arm as Ellie pressed closer, angling her head so she could take Mia’s top lip between her own.
And when Mia slid her other hand up, grasping tightly at Ellie’s shoulder – the hint of strength in her hands – Ellie whimpered into her mouth.
She was so dizzy and she’d never got it before, but she did now. She did.
Because it was a kiss, just a short kiss, and Ellie was feeling more for Mia than she had ever felt for anyone in her life.
Before she could really register what had happened, Mia’s hands on her jaw and her shoulder pushed her back. It wasn’t aggressive or painful, but it was enough to break through to Ellie’s kiss-addled brain.
Breathless. She was breathless, and there was a smile already forming on her lips, because she had wanted that for so long. And Mia had… she’d kissed her back, right?
“Mia…” She started, the name like a prayer in her mouth. Reverent. “I–”
But the look Mia gave her was – it was not reflecting the way Ellie felt. Not at all, with her eyes wide and her head shaking as her hands dropped from Ellie, breaking their contact completely as she stepped back.
Oh, no. No.
Because she was smiling, but it wasn’t her normal smile. Any of her five normal smiles. The smile wasn’t one that Ellie expected after that or wanted to see. It wasn’t the warm, affectionate smile that was full of affection. It was something that Ellie couldn’t necessarily place, but she knew it wasn’t good.
She knew it with how her stomach sank and knotted up so tightly, she wasn’t sure if she was going to be sick.
“You’ve been drinking.” Mia’s voice was soft, but her tone was still off. Something Ellie couldn’t identify.
And she frowned, because why would Mia think that?
“That vodka – it definitely did it the job, and it’s been a big day, in a place where you’re clearly feeling uncomfortable,” Mia continued, gently. But she fidgeted. Mia fidgeted. “And you don’t – we don’t – want to make a giant mistake.”
Mistake. Giant mistake.
All Ellie could really process was that her chest was breaking open right in front of them, right between them, how could Mia not see that?
Ellie’s eyebrows came together in confusion because wasn’t that… didn’t what she thought just happened actually happen? Not a mistake but a kiss. A great kiss. She’d kissed Mia and Mia kissed her and stroked her arm and her jaw and… this was all spiraling out much worse than Ellie had imagined.
Because she’d, of course, imagined that she could be rejected. But she never imagined it would happen after that kiss. After that kind of hope.
“Just, drink some water later tonight, okay? I, uh, Riley and Gianna are still here, so you get home safe. I’ll make sure,” Mia added on as she took another step back. It was a hesitant step, she thought, moving slow.
But every inch felt like a mile to Ellie, creating an ocean between them.
Ellie just watched, helpless and hopeless, because she’d… she’d just hoped that if Mia kissed her back, then it meant – it would mean something good. That something good could come out of all of the romantic comedies she’d watched with Riley, because that was how those movies taught the ending after the big kiss.
Rejection. That was what this feeling crushing, suffocating feeling was. It was a rejection that actually mattered, that she actually felt, and Ellie had never felt it before. Her feelings had never been invested in another person like this, but it made the backs of her eyes sting and her throat feel like it was closing.
Her mouth fell open as she watched Mia stare at her with a look Ellie couldn’t read and it was the most mysterious Mia had ever felt to her. she didn’t know what to do, except for say a tremulous, “Y-yeah, right. Okay.”
Her hand fell from where it had been resting against the wall and slid sideways onto the doorknob of the bathroom behind her. She gripped it tight to keep herself grounded, to keep herself from being even more pathetic and crying. Breaking down right here in front of Mia’s eyes.
“I have to – bathroom,” was all she managed to get out before she nodded at Mia and pushed open the door, slipping inside fast so she didn’t have to look her friend in the eye anymore.
It fucking hurt. It hurt so bad and Ellie – she shouldn’t have done that. It was a mistake, she made a huge mistake.


Mia was gone by the time she came out of the bathroom. She didn’t ask Riley or Gianna to take her home; instead, she’d blearily made her way on foot and had no memory of getting home or into her bed. Just that she curled up under the covers, feeling utterly numb. 
She had no idea how long she’d laid there before Riley came bounding in and fell next to her. “Hey! Why did Mia rush out earlier, and hand me a bottle of vodka, and tell me that it was important to you, and that it costs fifteen hundred dollars?” 
She didn’t know why that did it. Broke whatever dam she’d built, as she laughed – of course Mia did that – then cried, only registering the tears dripping down onto her pillow seconds before they turned into full body sobs. 
“El?” Riley’s concerned whisper reached her. 
She opened her mouth to speak, but no words could form. Riley wrapped herself around her, holding tight as Ellie turned her face into her pillow, crying harder.
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The funny thing was that Ellie wasn’t even near drunk for their kiss. The funny thing, was that Ellie hadn’t had a drop of alcohol in weeks, but especially not tonight. Because she’d wanted to remember everything.
She wished the opposite now, because the ghost of Mia’s lips would haunt her.




Part 4:


Thermodynamics
You can’t win. You can’t break even. And you can’t quit the game.




Eight.
Ellie hadn’t expected to be dragged out of her bed and out to brunch by Gianna the following morning, but she was sitting in a café feeling like hell rotted over with her eyes gritty from tears and her hair completely unkempt, not even truly contained in her ponytail, by ten in the morning.
She hadn’t had any plans today other than wallow in bed.
But then, she’d looked over at her phone and saw the texts.
Mia
Sharpe – 6:44AM
How are you feeling? Are you hungover? I
texted Riley to make sure you got home safely
Mia Sharpe – 7:31AM
I hope she told you that I gave her the vodka
before I left. I know it was important to you for
some reason
Mia Sharpe – 8:19AM
You’re probably still sleeping. That’s good.
But I think we should talk, so message me when
you wake up?
She’d seen them just as Gianna had stood over her, hands on her hips after she’d pulled the covers off of her. “Time to get your gay ass up!”
Ellie groaned and had checked her phone, and then nearly started crying all over again.
And then she’d agreed to go with Gianna and left her phone at home to avoid any other messages and to avoid figuring out what to say back.
Looking around, she noticed that she and Gianna fit in very well. That was, nearly everyone else was in same-sex pairs. “Is this…”
“It’s a queer café. I mean, heteros can come in, obviously. But the owners are a lesbian couple and they totally lean into events this month. It’s our time,” Gianna sagely answered, because of course she knew that.
She grinned, brightly and brilliantly, at the waitress as she dropped off their coffee.
Ellie cradled her mug in her hands, leaning back in her chair, feeling like a scrub. She didn’t normally leave the house in joggers and a loose T-shirt, but she didn’t really care that much today.
Gianna, of course, did not look like a scrub, wearing a long, flowing skirt, a ruffled sleeveless top, and an oversized round hat, she was the picture of what she herself described as boho-chic.
Silence sat over them for a few seconds, as Ellie tapped her fingers against her mug.
She and Gianna didn’t usually hang out by themselves. Ellie liked Gianna a lot and had known her for about a decade now, but… Riley was almost always there with them. That realization only occurred to her in this moment.
“Uh… so why didn’t you want Riley to come? I heard you tell her you wanted to talk to just me.”
Gianna snorted. “I love how tactful you are.”
Ellie shrugged.
Gianna leaned forward. “I think there are some things you might want to discuss with me, rather than Riley. Given that I’ve been in your position.”
“My… position?” Ellie shifted uncomfortably in her seat. She did not want to talk about anything that happened last night.
Gianna gave her a look, one that cut through any and all bullshit. “So. Tell me what happened with Mia.”
Ellie froze. “Nothing.”
“Bullshit.” She sighed and reached over the table, offering her hand. “I was on the phone in the bedroom across from the bathroom on the second floor during the party last night.”
The bedroom… across from the bathroom… that Ellie had sobbed in as soon as the door had been closed. Which meant, the bedroom only feet away from where everything had happened.
Ellie flushed, and she could feel her walls go up in embarrassment. “I…”
Gianna gave no judgment, wiggling her fingers until Ellie reached out and placed her hand in Gianna’s. “It sucks. But – I am really proud of you.”
A bitter laugh worked its way out of Ellie’s throat. “Proud? For being rejected?”
“For taking a risk, Ellie,” Gianna chided, blue eyes rolling, squeezing Ellie’s hand. It was surprisingly comforting. “What you did? Wasn’t easy. I understand more than you know.”
Ellie couldn’t have rolled her eyes harder if she took them out of her head and spun them around on the table. “What do you know about it? Gianna, when you walked in here, half of the women almost swallowed their tongues. You could have anyone you want.”
It happened everywhere Gianna went. She had no problems talking to anyone, people – men and women and everyone else – ate right out of the palm of her hand.
Gianna’s face went stony and then sad, in a way Ellie was extremely unfamiliar with. “I’m familiar with your exact situation, Ellie. Okay? I get it.”
“My exact situation…?” She trailed off, squinting her eyes. “You’re in love with Mia?
“For someone so smart, you can be so blind.” Gianna breathed deeply, squeezing her eyes shut as she confessed in a voice so quiet, Ellie almost didn’t hear it, “I’m in love with Riley.”
Ellie was well aware she looked like a fish, her mouth gaping, eyes wide. But she couldn’t help it. “What?”
Those laser-blue eyes opened. “Yeah. So, that’s why Riley couldn’t come, today. Because I thought maybe you should know that you have someone who really understands you, okay?”
Ellie still couldn’t comprehend. “You – since when?”
Gianna exhaled slowly. “Since we were twenty.” She shook out her hands. “Wow. That’s the first time I’ve ever said it aloud.”
Ellie only gaped. She’d never guessed.
Slowly, she reached out her own hand, palm-up. Gianna slid hers into it and squeezed again.
“You, last night, trying to confess to Mia… it must have hurt.”
Understatement.
“But you had so much courage. Courage that I haven’t been able to find in seven years, and you should celebrate that. Because it’s really impressive.”
It didn’t necessarily make it easier to accept this whole… situation, but in a small way, it did.
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Her text back to Mia the following day was forced, she could feel it in her own words. But it was something, and Mia responded immediately. Relieved, Ellie thought.
She avoided actually seeing Mia until the following weekend, because she wasn’t sure her heart could take it when she did see her. But then, the damning thing that she thought only Gianna could understand at this point, was that… she wasn’t sure her heart could continue to take not seeing Mia, either.
And she needed to keep her promise to Mia; she’d assured her that she would always be here and she needed Mia to know that her promises meant something. That Ellie will keep her word. She couldn’t wait until she wasn’t in pain anymore before she saw Mia again, because she honestly had no possible idea when that would be, and by then? Things would most certainly be more than weird between them.
So, she took a deep breath outside of The Witching Hour after work, her hand falling on the handle, and then freezing. Because she could see Mia inside through the dingy window, sitting right on the far side of the bar, in their spot.
It took everything inside of her to push past the ache in her chest and open the door.
God, it would hurt less if Mia wasn’t so damn beautiful to her. If Mia’s eyes didn’t light up and get all soft when she saw her, with a small exclamation of, “Beckett! It’s been a minute.”
Her voice shook loose a piece of Ellie’s chest that was both heavy and light and she somehow managed a smile as she sat down. “Yeah. Yeah, I’ve… been busy. Sorry,” she offered.
But Mia was quickly shaking her head, and called out for Megan, who smiled at her. “What're you drinking tonight? First round’s on me.”
Ellie arched an eyebrow. “Oh yeah? I didn’t even have to kick your ass at pool to get my free drink?” She took a deep breath and turned to Megan. “I think just a Coke?”
“Good to see you around again, Els. Thought you abandoned me,” Megan pouted as she set the glass in front of her.
“Never,” she promised.
Mia regarded her for a long moment, still smiling at first. But Ellie could tell the second it changed, as Megan walked away.
“I think we should talk.”
“We really don’t have to,” Ellie rushed out.
“We do,” Mia insisted, her voice soft, as she spun to face Ellie, dark eyes probing hers.
Ellie couldn’t keep looking into those eyes. She couldn’t do it, with this crushing feeling, and she looked down at the bar instead. “I don’t know what you want me to say.” She tightly closed her eyes, whispering, “I’m – so embarrassed.”
And that was only the tip of the iceberg.
“Hey, you don’t have anything to be embarrassed about. We’ve all done things that are a little regrettable, sometimes.” Mia’s voice was so gentle and so was her touch as her hand landed on Ellie’s knee. It was tentative, much more tentative than was typical. “I’m… I guess I’m really confused. We can start there?”
Regrettable. Ellie hoped the trembling breath she drew in, her throat tight, wasn’t apparent. She couldn’t form any words through that tightness.
“I guess what I’m wondering is, was it just a kiss because we were at a Pride-themed party and it was a big, overwhelming night and things were just a lot? Or… were you coming out to me?” She asked, sounding nonplussed.
Ellie still could hardly breathe, eyes closed. Mia’s other hand fell softly on her wrist.
“It’s okay, whatever it was. I just want to talk it through because I feel really… confused,” she repeated. “And honestly, something like what happened could really change things between us. And I can’t… I don’t want that. I couldn’t live with that.”
Mia couldn’t live with things being changed between them. Okay, then. Okay. She could do this.
Ellie forced herself to blink open her eyes, hoping that the tears she’d forced down stayed down. She shouldn’t have anymore left to cry now anyway.
“I was. Coming out. To you. Yeah.” She shuddered out a deep breath, at the statement that was both the truth and a lie. “I’m a lesbian. And I realized it a while ago. But I never knew how to say it to you.”
She slowly turned and made herself look at Mia again.
Who stared at her with astonishment, blinking quickly, before she cleared her throat. “Wow. I knew that it was a possibility, logically, but I didn’t think… oh. So. Wow.”
Ellie nodded sharply.
Mia took in a deep breath, then blew it out slowly. “So. That’s what the kiss was?”
She felt so torn. On one hand, she didn’t want to lie to Mia – was it really a lie? – but on the other hand, she wasn’t sure where to go with this, now. There was nothing that indicated a good outcome, if she confessed her feelings for Mia.
So, she just stared at Mia, biting her lip.
Mia’s hands slowly slid away from Ellie, as an indecipherable look slid over her face. She didn’t say anything for long moments, and her jaw flexed as she swallowed. Ellie didn’t miss it, given that she had a thing for Mia’s jaw.
“I’m not really sure what it was,” she whispered. Because honestly, she didn’t know what the fuck she’d been thinking. “It honestly, definitely wasn’t what I was planning.”
Mia’s eyes narrowed, her eyebrows furrowing closer together with every word she said, as a myriad of emotions flew over her face. Ellie couldn’t have read them if she tried… and she was trying. Desperately.
Mia’s hands came up to rub over her forehead before sliding down to cover her face, rubbing vigorously. “What does that mean?”
Ellie could see the creases of her dimples in her cheeks, peeking out from the sides of her thumbs. Her heart thundered in her chest – what? Was she smiling?!
Then they were gone, and Mia made a small, helpless sound.
Maybe she wasn’t smiling? What if she was… like, frowning so hard, the dimples appeared?! She’d never seen that, but –
God, this was horrible. Mia wasn’t even looking at her, and that panic started to edge in, even louder than the rejection. She nearly started to hyperventilate.
“I don’t know. What does it mean?” She asked slowly. “To you?” That was good. She would see where Mia was at, and then she would go from there. 
Mia was her person. Mia was the only person on earth that she’d connected with so deeply and right now it didn’t matter that she was in love with her. It just mattered that she needed her.
“Ellie, I,” Mia cleared her throat, lowering her hands, as she stared carefully forward. “I don’t normally have a hard time expressing myself, but I’m scrambling right now,” she let out an awkward laugh, before she turned so solemn, searching Ellie’s gaze. “You mean the world to me, Ellie. Seriously. More than anyone I know. The world. I have… never cared about someone more than I do for you. You know that?”
Ellie slowly nodded.
Mia shut her eyes again, a look that Ellie almost wanted to call tormented sliding over her face but honestly, Ellie was living in heartbreak in real time, so she didn’t really know what was happening.
“I feel the same way.”
Her words seemed to relieve some of the tension in Mia’s shoulders, and she blinked several times at Ellie. “So, we’re on the same page?”
Ellie had no idea if she was even in a book, anymore. If she could even read anymore. She nodded, though. If being on the same page meant she couldn’t stand to lose Mia, that Mia meant more to her than anyone else, then yes. They were.
Mia shut her eyes and drew in a deep, shuddering breath, shaking her head, before turning to face Ellie. She drew her eyes over Ellie’s face slowly, as if tracing every feature. Ellie turned toward the bar and sipped her soda, pressing her hand tightly into her thigh to focus on the dig of her nails into her skin.
“That’s – it’s really good, then. If things went that way between us on an unplanned, confused moment because you weren’t sure what to do or how to come out – and I get it, because coming out can be… a monster be – but it would be horrific. And when things went badly, it would be a nightmare,” her voice was interjected with a lightness that definitely didn’t match the words. Not to Ellie, anyway.
Horrific. Nightmare. When it would go badly.
“Well, Beckett, welcome to Sapphic life. It’s exciting to be figuring yourself out at any point in time, and I’m really happy for you.”
Ellie turned an incredulous look her way because the last thing Mia had seemed in the last twenty minutes was happy.
But Mia laughed and even though it did sound a little off – a little thick? – she nodded. “Really. Clearly, things can be… confusing. This whole chat was a little confusing, but maybe that was on me, having trouble processing. Which is so ridiculous. You’d think I’d be better at this by now! I’ve been kissed by friends before and it was never a big deal. But,” she ran her eyes over Ellie’s face slowly, as if tracing every feature. “Everything’s different with you, so I guess that tracks.”
Ellie could only blink and will herself not to cry.
Mia abruptly turned and rapped her knuckles on the bar. “So, I’m sorry. Let’s wipe the slate and say – I’m really happy for you, Beckett. A little kiss to welcome to the lesbian club is kind of standard, right?”
“Thanks,” she heard herself say, through the blood roaring in her ears.
She hadn’t had any idea how this was going to play out, but somehow it was both better and worse than she’d imagined. Because on one hand, everyone in her life was happy for her and proud of her and Mia loved her, even if it wasn’t in the way she wanted.
On the other hand, she was sitting in the pub while she and her best friend pretended everything was just fine when in reality, everything hurt. At least, Ellie was pretending, anyway, because she guessed everything really was fine for Mia.




Nine.
She did what she did best and threw herself into work for the next several weeks. Nothing more than perfunctory check-ins with people, even Mia, until Riley forced her to sit on the couch in their living room a little over two months post-kiss.
“It’s a Girl’s Night, no exceptions,” Riley archly informed her.
Mia – Riley had firmly sought Ellie’s express permission for Mia-included hangouts – and Gianna arrived only minutes later and Ellie’s heart did the thing it did with Mia, now. Skip a beat and then ache a little. She managed a smile, though, because she was getting good at that. Smiling even when every gorgeous, dimpled smile twisted the knife.
The absolutely crazy thing, really, was that the smiles weren’t forced. Because even though it hurt – and it did, like a bitch – everything felt better with Mia around.
It was an anomaly that Ellie had tried to find any hard research on and had been stumped. 
“We are gathered here tonight for a special Girl’s Night. Our first annual one? Mayhaps…” Riley tapped her finger against her lips, before she dramatically spun away and revealed what she’d cued up to play for the evening.
The L Word.
Ellie dropped her head back against the plush couch and groaned as she threw a pillow with unerring aim at her sister.
But she laughed, loudly, and so did everyone else, and –
Regrettable, mistake, nightmare, horrific – the words still haunted her, it was true. And no, this wasn’t her ideal evening, because that would involve Mia snuggled up next to her on the couch rather than sitting on the chair, but she wasn’t alone. She had Gianna and Riley, who both leaned over to pepper her cheeks with kisses because they knew she hated it.
She still had Mia, too. And she was going to be okay. She had to be. Even if it killed her. 
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That okay-ness took a little dip on her birthday weekend.
As Newton stated, an object at rest will stay at rest until acted upon by an outside force. This was true.
But the other truth Ellie had come to realize was that in life, no object could stay at rest forever.
And she and Mia had been at rest – in this stasis, really – since that doomed kiss in June. Which meant that she shouldn’t have been surprised when she was thrown right out of this semi-comfort zone they’d found where things were… almost normal. Just about.
It had officially been two and a half months since she’d kissed Mia and so things should be back to normal. Of course, other than the night they’d had that kind of weird conversation, Mia had never acted off. Always with the same smile, and the same way her eyes lit up, and making the same plans…
All right, Ellie could see how Mia didn’t touch as freely as she did before. Then again, maybe that was Ellie reading too much into every little detail.
It was entirely possible.
Regardless, she didn’t cry at night about it anymore – that stopped weeks ago – and she didn’t feel like her heart hurt so badly she couldn’t breathe when she saw Mia’s beautiful dimpled smile or smelled her perfume. Instead, it had faded into a little ache.
It was an ache she could deal with because she would choose to have Mia in her life as her best friend, the way she’d been for the last couple of years, over losing her. Even when it was killing her inside for a while, Ellie knew it had bene killing her less than not having Mia close in whatever way she could have her.
It was an ache she could deal with because it was very familiar to the one she’d already felt for a year, being in love with Mia. It was just that before, she didn’t know for certain that Mia didn’t feel the same way and now she did, so the ache burrowed a little deeper. Now that there were no what-ifs or maybes.
Anyway, she’d already been living with it, with this love for Mia inside of her that was both good and bad, and it was just a part of her at this point. She was used to it.
And she knew it could fade. It had to. Just, given time.
Instead of their normal little party at their apartment, Riley had opted for something a little bigger this year. “Doesn’t twenty-eight feel… bigger?” She’d asked with her bright smile.
Ellie shrugged. It all felt exactly the same to her.
And to “include Ellie in the process” she’d invited everyone, her usual group, plus all the birthday bonus people – to The Witching Hour. Her pub.
She looked at Mia, sitting next to her. Their pub. The gift she’d gotten Ellie was still in the neatly wrapped box, perched on the bar top. “It’s a bioluminescent globe,” she’d said, so proudly, as she’d handed it to Ellie when she’d arrived.
“Beckett, I’m dying here. How did the big project go today in the lab? With exposing the synthetic liver cells to that solution and trying to see if they turned the right shade of red…?”
She flushed with excitement at Mia’s not only asking about her work, but also sounding genuinely interested. It was something she loved so much about her.
“Well, Leslie–”
“The research assistant girl who follows you around like a puppy dog,” Mia inserted with a teasing laugh.
Ellie rolled her eyes, but ducked her head. “She loves the work we’re doing.”
“Mmhmm.”
“Anyway, she caught Mitch turning up the temperature in the lab because he was cold.” The sheer anger in her voice matched exactly what she felt in her stomach at the memory.
Mia lifted her eyebrows in alarm, which Ellie appreciated. “Don’t all of the samples have to be controlled at, like, sixty-one degrees right now?”
“Yes!” A slow smile uncontrollably over her face as she stared at Mia. “You remembered. You’d think that one of my grad assistants would.”
“They might not listen as intently as I do to you.” Mia shrugged before taking a big gulp of her drink, shaking her head.
Ellie told herself not to feel so stupidly pleased. So ridiculously enamored with Mia and – ugh, her heart. Well, one day it would work, this whole moving on thing. She just had to keep pushing through.
She forced her gaze away from Mia and landed on the woman entering the bar. She must have been one of Riley’s friends who hadn’t gotten the memo on the casual dress of the pub, because she was insanely out of place. Her full suit was even finished with the blazer. A blazer… in The Witching Hour. Ellie didn’t think she’d ever seen it.
Still, she was gorgeous, even when her face the absolute picture of discomfort and she repeatedly smoothed down her light brown hair that had been pulled over her shoulder.
But mostly, Ellie noticed that she seemed to be looking for something. Someone? Riley?
Before her gaze landed right on… Mia. Yep. Definitely focused on Mia, and she walked purposefully – in heels? In here? – to where they sat. Ellie sat up at attention as the woman neared, a gnawing feeling in her stomach intensifying.
Also, Ellie knew her? From somewhere. No clue where, but… somewhere.
Mia choked on the sip of beer she’d just taken as soon as the woman was standing next to them, sporting a smile that Ellie would guess looked – nervous?
“Mia. Hi.” She had a take-charge kind of voice, that didn’t reflect any nerves, though. So. Damn her. Ellie was jealous of that.  
Mia coughed and Ellie managed to take her eyes off of this woman for a second – god, she looked really familiar – to land her concerned gaze on her friend. “Are you okay?”
Mia’s eyes watered as she nodded. “Yeah. Cool. I’m good. Just…” She coughed again, then stared with a look Ellie wasn’t sure what to make of, at the newcomer. “Kristin. What are you doing here?”
Ellie did a double-take. That was how she knew this woman! She’d seen her when she’d looked Kristin Rhodes up a little over a year ago. And… fuck, she was even prettier in person than she was in picture.
Then her stomach twisted as the full impact of the words hit her. Kristin?! As in, Mia’s ex? As in, the one who had broken her heart? The one who’d caused Mia to move across the country? The one whose resurfacing in Mia’s life last year had caused Mia to panic?
The one whose meeting with Mia last year had made Ellie realize that she was gay?
Ellie wasn’t entirely sure, but she might be sick.
“Well, when we texted earlier you said this was where you were coming tonight. And you’ve mentioned it a few times, so I thought I might stop by.”
Ellie could only blink in confusion as her stomach totally bottomed out. Texted? Mia… was texting Kristin? She’d mentioned their pub a few times? Bewildered, she stared between the two women and, oh, god. No, no. She did not like this feeling.
And she had yet to get the answer to what the hell Kristin was doing here?
“I didn’t realize you were actually here, yet. In Boston,” Mia clarified.
Apparently, Mia wasn’t shocked, though. Here yet. But they’d been… talking? Texting? What?
“I thought I’d surprise you.” Kristin let out a brief laugh. “I know how you love that.”
Ellie frowned. Still no answer as to her presence. Across the country from where Kristin was located in Ellie’s mind – on the west coast, in Mia’s past. Right where she belonged.
Kristin’s smile faded into that still slightly uncomfortable-but-trying-to-hide-it look. “Well, the apartment I’m subletting was available a week early, and I’d rather come and get settled in before I have to jump right into my new contract, so, here I am. Arrived yesterday. Just had a dinner meeting with my future boss.”
Work. Kristin… was here – subletting an apartment – for a new contract. That felt far more long-term than Ellie was comfortable with.
Ellie swore it’s my party, and I’ll cry if I want to had been selected to play through the pub. At least, she was hearing a slow, sad version of it in her head, anyway.
It felt like time was frozen between the three of them, before Mia broke eye contact with Kristin and nodded. Quickly, disjointedly. “Yeah, why wouldn’t you come earlier if it was available? And I, notoriously, love surprises.” She gamely ticked her lips up into a grin, before gesturing around. “Well, this is, you know, the pub.”
Kristin flicked her gaze to Ellie. Who kind of wished the world would just open up and swallow her at this moment, because this was sort of her nightmare.
Mia must have noticed the glance, because she quickly put her bottle down and motioned between the two of them, straightening up in her seat. “This is Ellie Beckett, it’s her birthday. And her twin, Riley, who is around here, somewhere. And Ellie, this is Kristin.”
Why did she get introduced as Ellie Beckett, but Kristin Rhodes only got the singular name? Okay, that was probably stupid to think about, but it felt almost like she was the person who hadn’t spent the last two years with Mia rather than the reverse.
It hurt. It was stupid and she knew it and she hated when she was acting stupid, but it hurt.
Kristin offered her a hand. “Hi, Ellie. I’ve heard about you.”
“When?” She blurted out as she took Kristin’s hand. Ellie cringed and shook her head quickly as if to erase the words that already escaped. “Uh. Never mind. Hi.”
Kristin lifted her eyebrows in the slightest motion. Just enough to make Ellie feel like she was being judged without an overt reason to pinpoint as to why. “Happy birthday.”
“Thanks.” She managed that polite, closed-mouth smile. The one you gave to people you recognized at the store but didn’t want to talk to, or when someone cut you off and then waved at you as if they were sorry and then you smiled at them to say it’s all right, even though they’d been an asshole.
God, what was happening here?
“Can I sit?” Kristin asked lightly, gesturing to the seat on the other side of Mia.
Though she still looked a bit shell-shocked herself, Mia quickly snapped out of it and nodded before she pulled out the barstool. “Sure, yeah. Of course.”
Kristin pulled out the stool and looked as if she’d never sat in anything less than five star accommodations in her entire life as she sat on the edge of the seat, her posture impeccable.
Everything inside of Ellie – her bruised heart, her confused thoughts, her churning stomach – wanted to run. To get out and get some space and just find somewhere, anywhere, to breathe.
She forced herself to sit still.
To smile through her teeth at the idle chatter Kristin made as she ordered a glass of white wine. She then really smiled at Megan’s what-the-hell-are-you-doing-ordering-white-wine-here look. But she didn’t hear a word that was said. Not really.
But Ellie was Mia’s person. She’d promised to be her person before the kiss, before the rejection, before it all. She’d promised Mia that she had her back. And she did. Even though sometimes it made Ellie feel like her heart hurt so badly, she wished her research focused on simulating the heart instead of the liver so she could build herself an impenetrable replacement.
Mia, for her part, didn’t exactly look relaxed, either. Ellie knew Mia’s casual slump of her shoulders when she was carefree, and this wasn’t it.
Kristin was here. Mia’s ex, the one she’d basically proposed to, was here. In their pub. For Ellie’s birthday celebration. Chatting about her new apartment in the North End and how she’d driven here in less than twenty minutes and wasn’t that cool and this white wine “certainly wasn’t the best, was it?” ha-ha, and she was a little nervous about the winter in New England but Mia would just have to give her some tips, wouldn’t she?
Ellie’s hand tapped the bar a little too hard to be casual. “You know what? I actually have to get back to the lab and check on the liver sample. It needs to have the solution re-applied every four hours.”
Because she sure as hell couldn’t sit here anymore. Forty-five minutes like this, while she was still reeling and barely keeping it together was her limit.
“Beckett?” Mia asked, and the uncertainty in her voice, the sheer soft timidity of it, was almost too much for her.
Ellie hopped off of her stool. “It was really nice to meet you, Kristin,” the words almost stuck in her throat. “I’ll see you, Mia.”
She’d barely gotten out the door and into the alley into the cool evening air, before the door was immediately thrown open again behind her.
“Beckett, stop. You forgot your gift!”
Of course, it was Mia.
Ellie closed her eyes, took in a deep breath, and slowly turned. “Thanks.”
Mia walked to her slowly, eyes searching Ellie’s. But she looked a little nervous, too. She definitely didn’t look like her usual confident self, that was for sure. “I thought you said your research assistants were handling the lab tonight?”
Ellie’s mouth opened as she wracked her mind to find an explanation but came up blank.
“Is it about Kristin? Coming here?” Mia shuffled on her feet, crossing her arms. “I didn’t know that was going to happen.”
“Yeah,” Ellie huffed out a mirthless laugh. “That had been pretty obvious. But, it’s all, you know, fine.”
Mia shrugged as she took a deep breath, looking pretty helpless herself. “She… she got offered that contract, again. The one she’d been offered a couple of years ago. This time, she really felt like it was the right thing to do to take it.”
Ellie didn’t mean to speak. She really didn’t. The words came anyway. “But, how do you know that? You never told me. I thought we told each other these things.” Her voice reflected very clearly how much it hurt. It wasn’t just the fact that Kristin was here; it was the fact that she hadn’t known. Anything. At all.
“I – we do.” Mia crossed her arms tightly around herself. “She, uh, she reached out to me when they offered it to her, in July. We’d talked, a couple of times, after we had dinner last year. And we’ve been talking a bit more since then.”
Since July. That had to be about eight weeks. And – she’d never said anything. Not once. Not a single word. The first time Kristin had contact Mia, she’d come to Ellie. She’d opened up to Ellie. They’d connected.
And this was – it seemed like the total opposite. It seemed like the grain of distance they’d had since the kiss had widened and Ellie could see it happening. She could feel it.
It felt a lot like the woman Mia had been in love with and in a relationship with for years had moved here and reconnected and Mia clearly wanted that. And she wanted it without Ellie knowing, and she – she didn’t get it. Unless there was something there that Mia hadn’t wanted to talk about.
Mia was reticent about her personal information so often that… Ellie guessed if this was a romantic reconnection, maybe she would play things close to the vest until it was official or something.
Oh, god. That stung.
It stung the backs of her eyes with tears, it stung her feet with the need to run to be by herself, and it stung her heart as if it were locked in a box surrounded by barbed wire.
“It’s just, she’s who I had for so long, you know? For years, she was my person. Not just romantically, I guess, but the person I told things to.” Mia said, an edge of desperation in her voice.
Ouch. She wasn’t sure, but that might be worse than if it was only about Mia getting back together with Kristin. She knew she and Mia weren’t going to be together, and that was… fuck, okay, it was still painful. But this – it was so much worse, because Ellie thought she was that person. She thought…
She did her best to muster up a smile that didn’t wobble and was unsure how successful she was. “Oh, okay.”
“I’ll walk with you. To the lab,” Mia offered, looking like she really meant it, even if Kristin was inside. Maybe she could see how much she’d hurt Ellie, if only with that last comment.
“No, it’s okay. You have someone waiting on you in there.” Just saying it hurt her throat. She took the birthday gift and turned on her heel.
“Ellie…” Mia’s voice was soft. Soft enough to give Ellie pause.
A few seconds beat by, before she whispered, “Happy birthday.”
She managed to make it to the lab and relieve the grad student who’d been working there during this four-hour block in a somewhat calm, if strained voice, before she shut the door and hit the lights, her back falling against the wall.
She didn’t know what to do with this information. And she was pretty sure it wasn’t going to be fun for her to figure it out.
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It didn’t surprise her when she soon learned very quickly that she was right.
It wasn’t fun.
Because Kristin being around was now a whole Thing.
It wasn’t like she didn’t still see Mia or that Mia didn’t clearly value their friendship or make time for her in the next month. It wasn’t the case at all.
They were still the only ones who enjoyed their thriller/horror movies and televisions shows, who never got sick of playing pool or darts, and dominated at trivia night.
But there were also the times of, “Oh, ah, I’m going to be hanging out with Kristin.”
The second time it had happened – Ellie inviting Mia to brunch when she got off her shift, and she already had plans with Kristin – she couldn’t help but ask. Rip off the band-aid, so to speak.
Terrified of the answer, she forced out, “What is going on with you two? Are you getting back together or what?”
Mia’s eyebrows had furrowed. “What? No. We aren’t back together. I don’t want that.” She’d pursed her lips, looking pensive for a second before the look was gone.
“Does she?”
Mia hesitated. “She… knows it’s not where I am. But she is also new around here, and we have a long history. And it’s nice to have that. A friendship, with someone from my past.”
Because she’d been Mia’s person. God, Ellie didn’t want to hear it again. So she’d accepted it with a terse nod. Mia’s personal life wasn’t any of her business, was it? Even if she was hanging out with Kristin, who clearly regretted being an idiot two years ago by letting Mia go.
But she had let Mia go! She’d let Mia go and Mia came here, right to The Witching Hour and Ellie’s life. And her dimpled smile had made Ellie go and fall for her, and now – argh.
Kristin didn’t have that same assured dislike of Ellie that Colleen had and Ellie made more of an effort with Kristin during the occasional moments their lives intersected. Because she didn’t want to make things uncomfortable for Mia even when they were for her.
And she didn’t even dislike Kristin. Mostly.
All right, there were things she wasn’t a huge fan of – and not only just the fact that she had whatever it was that Mia clearly wanted in a woman that Ellie didn’t have. But first and foremost, Kristin had broken Mia’s heart, which was a hugely unforgivable offense in Ellie’s book.
Still, from their somewhat limited time together, Ellie could see she had… positive attributes. She was smart, artsy, and she carried a briefcase almost everywhere she went and managed to make it look cool and casual to do so, so Ellie guessed that was something.
So, Kristin and Mia weren’t “back together” but Ellie had the sickening worry that it was only a matter of time.
Especially when Mia had texted her earlier tonight to say that she was having dinner with Kristin’s parents, and her brother and his wife who were in town, and that they were going to Mario’s. Mia had subsequently added –
Mia Sharpe – 7:13PM
okay I know this place is supposed to be amazing,
but it’s over $70 for a steak. Like is that REALLY
necessary when I grilled you and the guys at the station
steaks that tasted just as good over the summer for
like half this price?
Mia Sharpe – 7:14PM
You just need to follow that Wolfgang Puck recipe I
found. Right on the internet. For FREE.
It was amusing and so Mia and when Ellie got the text as she’d left the lab for the evening, she immediately decided she needed something to distract herself. From the fact that Mia was going out with Kristin’s whole family, even though they “weren’t dating” – yet. She’d shot off a quick text to Riley, giving her a brief overview and that she’d be at the pub for a bit tonight.
Because in Mia’s own words, she didn’t really “do” parents. She’d said in the past that she’d obviously met Kristin’s family, but they hadn’t been close. So, there had to be something.
Ellie spent a couple of hours at the pub – chatting on and off with Megan after ordering friend pickles, and then went to the pool table.
She vacillated between playing other people who approached her and playing by herself, trying to think about work, before her stomach swooped deliciously low. She could smell Mia’s perfume before she saw her.
And still, she was nearly breathless when she turned around and actually saw Mia in the little black dress she was wearing, with just enough soft skin on display that it made her fingertips itch to trace over it.
“Hey, you’re here? You, uh, you really cleaned up for tonight,” she managed to force out before she lost the ability to do so.
It wasn’t like she hadn’t seen Mia dressed up on occasion in the last couple of years. But this was something a little different than what she was used to, and her knees wanted to go weak.
Mia grinned at her, wide and dimpled. “Yeah, well, apparently they don’t let you through the doors at Mario’s unless you can pass for a socialite.”
“Right.” She trailed her eyes over Mia’s shoulder to check. “No Kristin tonight? I figured you’d, you know, hang out after dinner or something.”
Mia shrugged and Ellie fucking loved that she wore her bomber jacket over that dress. “I heard you were here hustling poor suckers here and decided to take pity on those fools and come help them out.”
“Oh, so I can hustle you instead? Mia Sharpe, you really are a humanitarian,” she teased, swallowing hard a moment later and turning away when Mia slipped out of her jacket in a smooth shrug. The shoulders.
“I’m glad you recognize what a philanthropic person I really am.” The way Mia leaned back against the wall was almost devastating in the way that Ellie wanted her so badly. “Kristin wanted to spend some more time with her family; I wanted to unwind a little. Figured you’d be here.”
Ellie felt herself warm and grin because she didn’t know if there would be a time where being the person Mia was most comfortable with wouldn’t feel like such an honor. Then that feeling got a little fuzzy as she remembered – well, she was a person Mia was so comfortable with, anyway.
She hesitated for a moment before she decided – screw it. She was Mia’s friend and friends asked these things. Most friends weren’t head over heels in love with their best friend, she didn’t think, but still. “So, how was it? Tonight? Seeing the family.”
Mia hesitated briefly. “It was, you know, it was okay. We were never close, since her parents lived an hour away and make me a little skittish. And her brother’s kinda…”
“Pretentious,” Ellie supplied easily even though she’d obviously never met the man.
Mia blinked, lips turning upwards into a small grin as she crossed her arms. “How did you know that’s the word I wanted?”
Ellie didn’t know how rude it would be to tell her that it was because she got that same vibe from Kristin sometimes – but if Kristin Rhodes, art dealer, and her brother Benedict, investment banker, from Newport Beach didn’t just scream pretentious, Ellie would be hard pressed to say what did. “Uh, lucky guess.”
Whiskey brown eyes narrowed at her ever so slightly, but they glittered with laughter, so Ellie knew that Mia knew what she was thinking. And that she was far more amused than offended.
Ellie loved that look. The one where Mia’s eyes were so soft and they looked at her as if seeing everything she was. Accepting everything she was – more than accepting. Loving.
Then Mia tilted her head at the whiskey Ellie had sitting on the table that she’d been slowly sipping through the night. “All right. What’s a girl gotta do to get one of those?”
She wondered how it was that Mia didn’t know by now that all a girl had to do to get Ellie to do almost anything was just be Mia Sharpe.


They stumbled out of the bar an hour later.
Well, Mia stumbled. Ellie only did because Mia, while shorter than her, was so wiry and leaned so completely against her. Wrapping her arm around Mia’s small waist, she nodded to herself.
Mia didn’t live very far; she could get her home from here, even like this. Even when Mia hummed under her breath and dropped her head onto Ellie’s shoulder.
Mia’s breath washed over Ellie’s neck and it made her entire body shiver as she forced them to start walking. She could feel the light brush of Mia’s nose against her neck and Ellie almost stumbled as Mia nuzzled her again and then inhaled deeply. “You smell so good. You always do.”
God, her voice was low and Ellie felt that rasp through her whole body. It made her shudder and clench her jaw. “And you, are drunk,” she did her best to keep her voice neutral.
“Mm,” Mia hummed in agreement and then popped her head up. “But I only had one and a half drinks?”
Ellie frowned, because… that was true. That was weird. Very atypical for Mia, as in, it had never happened. “Are you taking anything? You had allergies the other day.”
Mia groaned as she dropped her head back to her shoulder. “Ugh, Kristin gave me a Benadryl during dinner. I kept sneezing. I didn’t think. It was, um, at least a two hours ago. Almost three by now, I think.”
“That’ll do it.” She slid the hand that was holding onto Mia’s waist to grip at her wrist and checked her pulse for good measure, before wrapping it around her again. “Well, diphenhydramine depresses your central nervous system and so does alcohol, but your heart rate feels fine. It should be out of your system in an hour or two, but the worst of it is now.”
Mia grinned up at her, Ellie could see the brightness of it out of her peripheral vision. “I have my own doctor here.”
“Not that kind.”
“Yeah, but kinda? You’re a genius and studied the body and biomedical things and organs and systems,” Mia insisted. “It’s so–” she broke off and made a sound low in her throat, before she tilted her head and –
And Ellie felt Mia’s mouth rub against her neck.
Fuck. Ellie did stumble then, having to tighten her hand hard on Mia’s waist and in response, Mia sighed against her skin and – oh, wow. Okay. Wow. She could feel arousal shoot through her, pooling low in her core and she had to swallow hard. It wasn’t like Mia was kissing her neck, right?
She was just… nuzzling her lips back and forth. Which she had never done before but – ah, it was such a light touch and Ellie couldn’t handle it. Maybe, maybe Mia was trying to do that nuzzle/cuddle thing she did sometimes when she was drunk or sleepy, and she probably didn’t realize what she was doing. But Ellie did.
It was doing things to her central nervous system.
Jesus.
She brought her hand up to push back blonde curls, and it trembled a bit as she ran it through her hair. It was uncontrollable, though, with the rush of arousal that slid through her veins.
“M-Mia,” she managed to get out before her knees buckled.
“Hmm?” Mia asked, tilting her head back against Ellie’s shoulder.
The sensation stopped and Ellie had never felt such a strong combination of relief and disappointment in her life. She could hardly draw in a shuddering breath. “Uh. Never mind. It’s nothing.”
They were about two blocks away – halfway – from Mia’s apartment when Mia asked, “You ever think about all the ways life could be different?”
“Huh?” She looked down at Mia’s inquiring face. She looked so young like this, with her eyebrows drawn together and her eyes big. “What do you mean? Like, a multiverse?”
“A multiverse?” Mia asked, scrunching her eyebrows together. “Like, Fringe?”
Ellie smiled. “Kind of, yes. There’s a faction of the physics community who are proponents of the idea that there are multiple universes. Stephen Hawking, Neil deGrasse Tyson, Leonard Susskind, Laura Mersini-Houghton… the belief that our world is one of many that exist.”
Mia stared at her with something akin to wonder. “Do you think that’s real?”
Ellie bit her lip. “I haven’t put that much thought into it. I guess I don’t not believe it, especially if so many renowned scientists do believe? I’d need to do more research.” She hesitated, “But I like the idea.”
Mia was quiet for a few seconds before she whispered, “Me, too. I – I thought, tonight at dinner, that happiness doesn’t only happen in one way. Like, when I was little, I thought I would live in Texas and be close to my parents. But that didn’t happen. And then I thought I would live in California and build a family there with Kristin, but that didn’t happen. And now I’m here, and I’m working on my happiness here. It’s like, you think… you think or you hope that you’re going to be happy one way, but when it doesn’t work, you adjust.”
Her voice was low and a little raspy as she spoke, the words moving over her lips slowly, and Ellie wondered if it said anything about her that she completely understood what Mia was saying.
“I get it,” she said after taking a few moments to think before she gave Mia another look. “Why’d you ask, though? About things being different.”
Mia was giving her that pensive, thoughtful look as she answered, “I just – I try not to think about the first routes of happiness a lot. But sometimes, second routes are good and steady and you know you can make it work, but first ones are still… better. And it’s hard to let go of them even when you know… it can’t happen.”
Ellie’s ears rang with the words and her heart pounded in her chest, and it hurt. Because she had her first route to happiness right here, pressed up against her and she hadn’t been able to figure out the second route. Her eyes stung with tears that she hadn’t foreseen from tonight, and she blinked them away as fast as she can.
Her voice is thick with them, though, rough, and she hoped Mia was too inebriated and too distracted by her own thoughts to hear it. “What – is this about Kristin?”
Because what else could it be about? If Mia had thought about this at dinner with Kristin’s family and Kristin was back but they weren’t together. Technically. Yet. Whatever.
Mia was quiet for long moments before she bit her lip. “Kind of, I guess,” she whispered.
“Mia, are you happy? Like, everything with Kristin? In your life?”
“Mm, happy.” Her tone was agreeable, albeit getting sleepy and slower. “Life is good. It’s steady.”
There was a heaviness inside of Ellie now, because all she could think about, all she could wonder, was if she was ever going to find a second route when Mia felt like her first and second. And every other.
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It didn’t really hit her until she got home that night.
As she sat on the couch and stared across her living room, into nothing. The feeling that seemed to echo through her whole body, carving right into her chest until it felt like there was nothing there.
She thought about how pathetic she was – because she was in love with her best friend who was likely still in love with her ex, and she had no idea of how to get over it. Get over her. No idea how to get to a second route, when Mia was right there. And Ellie was a masochist, probably, because part of her…
Well, a part of her didn’t want to get over Mia.
She didn’t even realize she was crying until Riley opened and shut the door quickly, walking down the hall into their living room. “God, whoever first said the news never sleeps wasn’t lying. I could give just about anything for a nap right now. Can you – Ellie? What happened? Are you okay?”
She’d barely turned to face her sister before Riley knelt in front of her, using her thumbs to wipe at Ellie’s cheeks. She stared down at her sisters’ hands, registering how wet they were from her own tears, before she let out a deep, sobbing breath.
She didn’t have it in her to pretend she was upset about anything else. “I can’t keep doing this.”
“Doing what?” Riley’s voice was soothing but Ellie could hear the underlying current of panic, even as her sister’s calming hands stroked down her arms.
“I need – I need a change,” her words came out on a harsh whisper, brokenly admitting her failure. She just wasn’t strong enough to be Mia’s friend through all of this while her heart was broken. She needed… something. Just, something different.
She had to sort herself out so that she could be the friend Mia deserved. So she could be able to be there for her without having these feelings in the way, without a little part of her hoping that Mia’s potential/possible relationship will fail and that she’ll want to be with Ellie. Because it wasn’t happening.
She needed to just figure out a way to preserve their friendship at the end of this. Romantic or not, Mia was too important to her. She’d made a promise to Mia that she’d always have her, almost two years ago after Colleen had broken up with her, and that promise was just as important to Ellie as it was to Mia.
Mia would always be a part of Ellie’s happiness, she might even always be her first route, but maybe Ellie needed some distance to see the second route.




Ten.
She went out on her first date with a woman two weeks later.
“I’m really glad you’ve come around to trying to put out that candle and that you’re willing to try to get out there,” Gianna buttered a piece of toast as they went to brunch the day after her breakdown.
She’d taken to pulling Ellie out of bed on Saturdays, when Riley had to be at the station for her weekend producer meeting.
Ellie had grumbled, “I don’t necessarily want to get out there. Wherever that is.”
Getting “out there”, meeting new people… didn’t often go well, and she rarely ever had a decent time doing it.  
“I can get you on SapphicSpark in like ten minutes,” Gianna continued, scrolling through her phone. She nailed Ellie with a look. “Besides, it’s the best way to move on. You said you told Riley you needed something different.”
She had… it was just… “Has it ever worked for you?” She challenged.
Gianna’s mouth fell open in offense. “Wow.” Then she shrugged. “I mean, decent point. But I’ve tried.”
Ellie wanted to open her mouth to argue or resist, but – but she did need something different. She had to do something. And maybe seeing that there were other women out there would help her get over this. Maybe she was just stuck on Mia because Mia helped her realize she was gay.
She totally doubted it, because Mia was so, so much more than that. But maybe it was worth a shot.
She was still reluctant to sign up for the dating app, though – Ellie was pretty sure she was way better on paper, and then how uncomfortable would it be when she met a woman in person and they noticed how awkward she was?
Luckily, she supposed, she didn’t have to. As Riley had joined them that afternoon and had  been so supportive of the Ellie dating train, she became the conductor.
“Bonus! I know someone who’s interested,” Riley had high-fived Gianna.
Even though Ellie considered her self-control to be pretty strong, there was some way that Riley had to talk her into things. She felt like it had something to do with her own face making calm, rational points, like a version of herself with a better social acumen who sometimes made more sense.
So, there she was, sitting in a really good Mediterranean restaurant she’d been to with Riley a handful of times – she had to go somewhere she felt somewhat comfortable, but she couldn’t bring this woman to the pub. That felt… wrong.
Her sister had been brimming with far more excitement than Ellie felt when she left their apartment to meet the woman here, but Ellie guessed she wasn’t dreading this any more than she was ever dreading the idea of meeting someone new, so there was that.
She arrived thirty minutes early; even took the time to go from the university back to the apartment to put on some makeup, tighter jeans that made her butt look great, and a nice but still casual – as the attire of the restaurant went – button-up that made Gianna snort and ask how she didn’t know she was gay earlier.
Okay, and she might have been just a little nervous.
To calm herself, she took out her phone and thumbed through her emails. She’d had to get into the habit of checking her work email far more often these days, because she’d started teaching a course on her genomics research and her students emailed her… a lot. And she found that she enjoyed it far more than she’d ever expected.
Mia Sharpe – 6:21PM
Be safe. Be yourself. Have fun!
Ellie paused as the text appeared at the top of her screen, her heart tripping in her chest.
Mia had called on her way here, and before Ellie could say anything had rolled into an adorable rant about, “Bullshit bureaucracy. Ugh. You would not believe today’s day-long training that involved nothing about our actual job. I mean, there are so many better uses for the city’s resources, taxpaying dollars, and honestly there are so many more useful trainings we could have been in. Alas, I would die for some Mexican from that food truck near my place and a movie night, if you’re up for it? We can finish that shitty one with the chupacabra. And then maybe wash it down with the new one with Avery Wilder.”
The collection of truly B-list horror movies they’d been binging sounded wonderful, honestly. They’d left off on a ridiculous one about a chupacabra that neither of them could take seriously, which was a huge part of the appeal. Mia was the only other person she knew who appreciated that.
Ellie’s breath had caught and she was silent for a while before she managed, “I’m… going out.”
“I can meet you at The Witching Hour?”
“Not there.”
“Oh. I thought Riley was working tonight?”
“She is.”
“Ah… with Gianna, then?” Mia asked, taking that weird sort-of hesitant tone Ellie had noticed in the last couple of months.
Ellie had closed her eyes to find the courage – not that she should need any! This was ridiculous. “I’m actually going on a, uh, a date.”
Mia coughed, then said nothing for so long, Ellie had grown concerned. Before she said, “Oh. With… Gianna?”
Ellie didn’t know what to do with that. Other than a scoffing laugh, “No? With this woman from Riley’s work.”
“Great! That’s awesome. Okay. Well. I’ll see you tomorrow or something.” And then Mia was gone.
She’d thought that was weird. But Mia was texting her how, though, seeming totally normal.
Mia Sharpe – 6:25PM
If you need an emergency exit, the codeword is
chupacabra
It made her chuckle, quietly, even as she felt that ache in her chest.
She ignored Mia, though, and didn’t let herself text back, because tonight wasn’t for those feelings. It was literally for the opposite.
“I’m sorry to interrupt, but – Ellie?” Someone asked, standing next to her chair.
Ellie quickly locked her phone and put it face down before she hopped to her feet automatically. “Uh, sorry, you’re not interrupting anything. Yeah, I’m Ellie. And you’re Natalie. Obviously.”
Riley had told her that Natalie would be pretty, and she was. A little taller than Ellie in her heels, with long reddish-brown hair and a smattering of freckles across her nose. Really pretty.
She couldn’t look more different than Mia if she tried, and Ellie was so glad. She was already spending so much time with Mia running circles on her mind, mental Mia must have been exhausted.
Natalie’s eyebrows arched high on her forehead and Ellie was already cringing at herself. She blushed profusely. “Sorry. I don’t… yeah, I don’t know,” she mumbled.
She hadn’t been on a date in years and even when she used to date, it was never frequent, never smooth, and never with a woman. She didn’t think she should say that, though.
“It’s fine,” Natalie laughed, brushing her hand over Ellie’s shoulder. “I like that you stood for me; I can appreciate some nice manners.”
Okay – that was… good, right?
Natalie’s eyes tracked over her as they sat, appreciation clear in her gaze, and Ellie felt a small rush of something, which was exciting in and of itself. Because she was pretty sure that was the feeling women she knew talked about when discussing their dates, and she was feeling it. Finally.
They sat down and ordered drinks almost immediately, before Ellie tapped her fingers against her thighs nervously. Eye contact? Should she do that?
She did. “Did you, uh, have a long day at work? I know Riley’s Fridays are kind of crazy. She said you’re a broadcast writer?”
Natalie grinned softly, shaking her head. “Riley’s days are probably a little crazier than mine, admittedly.” She slid Ellie a look. “I bet yours are even more hectic, right?”
Ellie could only stare in confusion.
Natalie laughed. “You know, you’re a doctor making this groundbreaking research and an adjunct professor. And you’re, like, eight years younger than I am.”
Ellie wondered if she looked as embarrassed as she felt, her cheeks burning, as she awkwardly laughed. “I guess Riley told you a little about me, too?”
Natalie bit her lip as she learned in, getting Ellie to mirror her and lean over the table as well. “She did tell me a little. But the truth is… I read the article you wrote last year, and I watched your TEDtalk.”
Ellie stared in surprise. “I didn’t know anyone who didn’t work in the science field would watch that.”
“I have a great deal of interests.” Natalie’s grin had a touch of something to it that Ellie couldn’t place. “I ran into Riley at the station after I watched. Knowing your name and, of course, seeing the similarity, I had to assume she could give me some more info, so I asked about you.”
She couldn’t have been more floored if she tried. “You did?”
When Natalie only grinned, so certain, Ellie found herself sitting straighter, feeling more confident than she could remember feeling in a long time. Huh.
She was less nervous, then. They finished dinner and went their separate ways after a goodnight kiss in the parking lot that made Ellie smile.
She didn’t feel the warmth of it in the middle of the night and it didn’t make Ellie feel like she dropped off the point on a rollercoaster. She wouldn’t feel the imprint of these lips on hers as if defying all scientific sense.
But that also meant that this wasn’t scary and her heart wasn’t going to break from it, and that was just what she was looking for.
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The second time she saw Natalie, it was trivia at one of the restaurants Riley often went to with her coworkers.
At the end of the night, Natalie informed Ellie that her mind, in fact, was very sexy, before kissing her hard. Breathless – almost as breathless as… no. Not going there.
But when Natalie pulled back with her hands on Ellie’s hips, stroking her there in a way that Ellie found really pleasant, she bit her lip. “Don’t get me wrong, because I find you incredibly attractive – like. Really.” And Ellie could see the truth of that all over her face, even as she looked regretful. “But I’m not looking for anything serious right now. I’m pretty fresh out of a long relationship, so, I wanted you to know. Before anything else might happen.”
Ellie didn’t know how that’s supposed to make her feel, if there was such a way, but Ellie really just felt relieved. Because, “I’m – same. Me neither.”
And even though it couldn’t really go anywhere, because her heart wasn’t really in it and neither was Natalie’s, she walked away from it feeling pretty good.
She could confirm beyond all reasonable doubt that women really were her thing, and that it wasn’t just Mia who she could be attracted to.
It was just that while it wasn’t only Mia she was attracted to, it was Mia she still longed to wake up with in the morning. At least she could say she tried dating, though, and that she got herself better, now.
That wasn’t nothing.
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Nothing huge changed between them. Not really.
But Ellie could feel it, after her dates with Natalie. She could feel that little gap between them grow, just a bit more.
And she really felt it over Christmas weekend.
She and Riley – admittedly, mostly Riley – had invited Gianna, Aaron, Joel, and Mia up to their childhood home in Green Ridge, Vermont. All had agreed to drive up for a misfit holiday weekend starting Thursday morning, with Mia coming up on Friday afternoon, after her shift ended. Their mother was going on a cruise with some of her college friends with whom she’d kept in touch, but they’d decided to take the long weekend away, anyway. Mostly because Green Ridge was expected to receive over two feet of snow that weekend.
Ellie had been so busy for the last couple of years, she’d forgotten how nice it felt to have the snow crunch under her boots, to have the sun shining brightly even as her cheeks and nose pink with the cold. The house her parents had built was one of very few actually on Mount Haverton.
She hadn’t been on a snowboard in a few years, but she was relishing the opportunity to do so. Her dad had jury-rigged a rope tow that certainly didn’t make it all the way up the mountain, but was perfect for their land when they didn’t want to go to the resort for the day.
She’d needed this break. The getaway from heartache and ill-equipped research assistants and Kristin and Mia-and-Kristin and –
And she blinked as she came to a stop at the end of her run, ten yards back from where the driveway ended, using her gloved hand to shove the goggles up her face.
Because Mia had arrived in her Jeep Wrangler. And Kristin climbed out the passenger side.
As Gianna and Joel came to a stop behind her on their skis – Gianna, gracefully, and Joel so clumsy he nearly fell onto his ass – she wordlessly waved at the pair.
Gianna frowned and voiced what was on her mind, “What’s she doing here?”
“Oh, Mia asked yesterday if there was room for one more and Riley told me that the bed Mia was going to be sleeping in was a queen, so I thought – it’s no big deal, right?”
Ellie sighed, heavily. A stress-free weekend, indeed.
Gianna shoved Joel’s shoulder, before she turned to Ellie. “You good?”
Ellie turned and gave Gianna a forced smile. And honestly? She felt a kindship with Gianna, more than she’d ever expected. But ever since Kristen had arrived on the scene three and a half months ago, Gianna had swooped in and started making those weekend brunches more of a regular occurrence and…
And Ellie hadn’t ever realized that her life before Mia had been so insular, so focused on her PhD and her research, with only the occasional interferences with actual other people. She hadn’t realized until Mia had come in and opened her up to new people and new experiences that life was… lonely without it.
And she still had Mia. But it wasn’t quite the same, now. As evidenced by Kristin here, this weekend.
It was – nice, having another friend. Unexpectedly so.
“I’m fine.”
She would repeat it until she was.
She didn’t spend that much time with Mia that weekend, and she knew it. It wasn’t like she was avoiding her, but spending time with Mia also meant spending time with Kristin. And though Ellie didn’t dislike her, if she took Mia out of the equation, Kristin probably wouldn’t be someone Ellie hung out with.
She snowboarded and didn’t come in until Riley shouted that it was time for their late-night Thanksgiving dinner. She did the same the day after, and then grabbed a Stephen King book to read for fun for the first time in… she didn’t know how long.
She’d managed to actually relax by Saturday night.
Ellie snuck out of her childhood bedroom and down to the den. She plugged in the lights on the Christmas tree that she and Riley had set up upon arrival, smiling softly at the way it illuminated the room. Just like it had when she’d been little.
She took a seat on the large, worn chesterfield couch that her dad had loved, as she stared at the snow falling outside the window. This… this was perfect.
Ellie stroked her fingers over the soft leather she was relaxing on, taking a deep breath to truly let go of her irritation from earlier in the evening. When they’d all gathered in the den around the fire.
She’d been seated on this couch, next to Mia, with Kristin on the other side. Kristin, who’d commented as she sat down, “Your mother’s house is so gorgeous… you’d think she’d want a more updated couch?” As she lightly traced her fingers over the worn leather marks on the arm she leaned gingerly against.
Mia had shaken her head and given Kristin a look that Ellie knew by now meant – you’re being rude. Kristin had a very blunt way about her, and she was confounding in how she never seemed mean-spirited and often felt polite, even when she was… not.
Kristin shot Mia a look. “I wasn’t saying it’s disgusting, I was saying it’s… old. I believe that’s a fact, is it not?”
Riley – unfailingly kind – felt that Kristin was funny in her blunt commentary, Ellie had learned in the last couple of months. And when Gianna muttered, “Traitor,” at her, Riley always came back with, “Mia says they aren’t together, why should we doubt her?”
Riley edged in to confirm, “It is old! Like, as old as we are. It was our dad’s favorite piece of furniture, though.” She reached over from the chair she sat in to pat the arm lovingly.
Kristin raised her eyebrows and nodded.
Ellie sat back against the comfortable leather and stewed silently. But, she thought, as she looked around. She was letting it go.
“Merry Christmas, Beckett,” Mia’s voice came quietly from the doorway, making Ellie jump. Mia smiled at it, dimples showing in the moonlight. “Technically, anyway. It’s just after midnight.”
She shot her a small smile as she relaxed against the couch. “Merry Christmas.”
“What are you doing up? I thought you weren’t feeling too great?” Mia asked, as she settled down next to Ellie.
She didn’t turn and look at Mia but she did take in a deep breath and inhaled both the smell of her childhood home and Mia’s perfume and the baking that had been done earlier and it was probably one of the best combinations Ellie had ever imagined.
She shook her head slightly; she had said goodnight to the group fairly early. Mostly because she’d been feeling a little on-edge still, especially when they’d kicked around the idea of a trivia night and – and Ellie felt like the odd-woman-out. Riley-and-Gianna, Aaron-and-Joel, and… Mia and Kristin.
“I was just… tired,” she whispered, drawing a hand through her hair. “Can’t sleep?”
She did her best not to imagine Kristin was up in the same bed as Mia.
Mia shrugged – Ellie felt the movement against her shoulder – before she sighed. “It was a little tough… then I heard footsteps creep by my door and I knew it would be you. Coming downstairs to be a little lonely.”
“Alone, not lonely,” Ellie corrected, even though maybe she was feeling a little lonely, too.
She wasn’t looking but she knew Mia was rolling her eyes at her response.
“And,” Mia hesitated before she cleared her throat, “It is a little weird. To be sharing a bed with Kristin.”
Ellie turned, lifting her eyebrows in surprise. “I thought you two were… close.”
Mia arched her eyebrows incredulously. “We kind of are, yeah. But she’s still my ex.” She gave Ellie an indecipherable look. “Why’d you go upstairs before trivia?” She asked softly instead of addressing Kristin. “You love trivia, and you’re brilliant at it.”
Ellie nearly preened at the words. Because she loved praise, and she loved it even more from Mia. Before she registered the actual question, and she squirmed in her seat.
“Like I said, you know. Tired.”
“Right.” Mia seemed to bite the inside of her cheek, before she took a deep breath and turned to Ellie. “Can I just – ask you something?”
A little startled, Ellie frowned in concern at the serious look on Mia’s face. “Of course. Always.”
Mia rolled her lips and nodded, the Christmas lights reflecting off her face as she spoke slowly, “Is there something going on? With you? Or us?”
Ellie blinked in surprise as her stomach churned. “What do you mean?” She asked carefully.
“I mean… are you still dating Natalie?”
Completely thrown, Ellie slowly shook her head. “No. I mean… no, we haven’t been for a couple of weeks.”
“Exactly! But you didn’t tell me that. And you didn’t tell me that you were going out with her at all until I called you on the night of the date?” Mia’s eyes searched Ellie’s. Hurt, confused, and something else that made them glint in the dim lighting. “I guess, I just thought you’d have told me this kind of big stuff in your life.”
“Like how you told me about how you and Kristin were talking for months? Or that she was moving here? Or that she was coming to Christmas?” The words bubbled up, hot and unbidden in her throat as she crossed her arms over her waist.
Mia reeled back as if Ellie had physically struck her. She wondered if it was because she’d never snapped at Mia – but she’d never had any feelings like this.
“I thought I was your person.” It was how she’d prioritized maintaining their friendship post-pride kiss. “And feeling like I’m being pushed away in favor of the woman who broke your heart… hurts.”
Actually, paired with her broken heart, it was a one-two punch that might bring a less stubborn person to their knees. Ellie squeezed her arms tighter around herself.
Mia’s eyebrows furrowed together, that wounded look still on her face. “Is that what you feel like I’m doing?”
“Isn’t it?” She shot back, before she squeezed her eyes closed and made herself breathe. “You know what? I think I should just go back to bed.”
Because the worst part was, she couldn’t tell if her friendship feelings were impeded by her romantic feelings, and they probably were? And it made Ellie feel so jumbled and messy and she hated feeling like that.
Before she could do anything more than stand, Mia’s hand shot out to take hers. Warm and soft and keeping her in place. “Ellie, wait.”
And, as if Mia waved her magic wand with that hold over her, she did. Mia’s hand flexed around hers and she tugged, just a bit. Ellie knew Mia could have had her back in the seat in a second if she actually pulled. She sat, and had to take a moment before she could actually look at Mia.
Because whenever she did, everything inside of her wanted to flood out.
She wanted to tell her she was hurt that it felt like Kristin was taking her place as Mia’s confidante, the one she came to. She wanted to cry at the reality that if Mia got back with Kristin or with anyone, really, that would be their job instead of hers. She wanted to rage at the universe that for once in her fucking life, she’d connected with another person on this level – the level where it seemed like everything clicked perfectly.
Except for this one major thing where she would give just about anything for Mia to love her back in the same way.
She couldn’t turn and look at Mia or she worried it really would all come flooding out at almost one in the morning in her childhood home, on her dad’s favorite couch, on Christmas morning.
“You’re still my person,” Mia told her, her voice was hoarse but fierce. “I just, have to figure out some other stuff.”
“Happiness routes,” Ellie echoed, recalling that conversation from a couple months ago.
“I’m trying to figure out how to work out my life to be happy, yeah,” Mia confirmed, stroking her thumb over the back of Ellie’s hand. “Plus… with Kristin, she has some stuff going on of her own. But you’re still my person,” she repeated, as she squeezed Ellie’s hand again, prompting Ellie to look at her.
The burning intensity in Mia’s face was unmistakable as she leaned in close. Ellie could see how Mia swallowed hard as Ellie stopped breathing entirely at the proximity.
“You’re still mine, too,” she whispered. 
It was true. But it still wasn’t Ellie Mia would be going upstairs to sleep with. 




Part 5:


The Laws of Motion - Redux
Every action has an equal and opposite reaction




Eleven.
Ellie learned she really was still Mia’s person after receiving what she would categorize as one of the worst phone calls of her life.
It was the second weekend in February and the weather was fucking horrific – it had been snowing and sleeting for the better part of the last thirty-six hours. Well, it was fine for Ellie, generally, considering that she’d been living in her office and the lab for the last twenty-eight of those hours. Honestly, she just couldn’t take the chance that she would be snowed in at home and not be able to get here to check on her liver. Classes had been canceled for the last two days, so Ellie was honestly just lucky that two of her grad assistants lived on campus and had volunteered to come in for liver shifts.
It was all going so well, and she had meetings lined up with labs across the country next month regarding medical trials if this kept up.
She was sitting at her desk, reviewing lab notes as she rubbed tiredly at her eyes – the small couch she had in her office was truly not conducive for a good rest – when her phone vibrated.
Frowning at the unknown number, she didn’t answer. Who the hell was calling her at quarter past nine on a Wednesday night?
And when it buzzed again, she sighed and picked it up. “Hello?”
“Is this Eleanor Beckett?”
Ellie frowned deeper. “I guess.” Before she rolled her eyes at herself. “I mean, yes. This is Eleanor.”
“I’m Zhiyuan Chen, Captain of station seven. Sorry to be calling now, but it’s regarding Mia Sharpe. You’re listed as her emergency contact.”
The phone slid right from Ellie’s hand and landed with a thunk on her desk as dread and panic combined so suddenly inside of her, the rest of the world went blurry at the edges. For a few seconds, all she could think of was the phone call she’d gotten from her mom when she’d told Ellie that her dad was dead, and she stared blankly down at the phone. It sounded a lot like that. And she couldn’t breathe.
Slowly, she reached for her phone with a trembling hand and pressed her other hand to her stomach. She squeezed her eyes closed because… no. Just, no. No.
No. Mia wasn’t – she couldn’t…
“– so we have her at the Emergency Room at Melrose Wakefield Hospital,” he was saying.
Ellie’s throat was still gripped with that fear. “I–” She had to swallow down the lump in her throat that seemed to make a home there in so short a time. “She’s okay?”
“She’s…” He trailed off and she could hear the sound as if he was rubbing his hand over his chin. “Medically, she’ll likely be released tonight, so long as she’ll be looked after. She’s being seen right now.”
That wasn’t a real answer.
Ellie nodded, still feeling like she was moving in slow motion. “I’m coming. I’ll be there soon.”
She didn’t remember hanging up.
She just knew she stared blankly at the wall across from her desk while the world seemed to stop spinning and everything was just so still. Mia was in the hospital. Something had happened to her that was bad enough that she hadn’t called Ellie herself and instead, her boss had.
Mia was in the hospital.
As if a switch flipped inside of her, the stillness that seemed to stop her heart in its tracks transformed suddenly to panicked frenzy. She sprung up from her seat and rushed out.
She didn’t know if she’d locked her office or the lab. She didn’t know if she’d shouted to Leslie her lab assistant if she was leaving or instructions with the liver. She didn’t even remember driving.
She just knew that her hands were sore from how hard she’d gripped the steering wheel, and that she was freezing because she didn’t grab her jacket in her mad dash for the door, and she wasn’t sure she was allowed to park where she’d parked, but – she didn’t care.
Still feeling that numbness interlaced with nausea, she walked to the check-in nurse’s station. “Sharpe? I mean, I’m here to see–”
“Beckett!” A male voice called out as the broad, muscular shoulders of Matías Flores came barreling out of the double doors toward the west side of the emergency department.
She didn’t know Flores well, in spite of meeting him a handful of times. Mia did that, she kept sections of her life private from one another; Ellie had learned long ago that was just one of her things. But she knew him through Mia’s stories and she knew that Mia cared about him. The last time she’d seen him had only been two weeks ago, at a little gathering for Mia’s thirtieth birthday. It was one of only a handful of times she’d seen Mia in the last few weeks, since they’ve both been busy at work and since things felt – kind of off.
“Where–” She had to swallow back through the tightness in her throat. “Where is she?”
He was still dressed in his gear as he ushered her back through the doors he’d entered from. He looked fine. Why was he totally fine but Mia was in the hospital?
“The doc neurologist just gave her the okay to go home for the night, and they’re finishing up with her cast now, so you got here in good time. You’ll be able to see her in a couple minutes.”
“Cast? Neurologist?” Ellie shook her head and stopped walking right there in the middle of the hall. Because she couldn’t – her nerves couldn’t take more of this. Ellie was about to jump right out of her fucking skin. “What happened?”
Flores paused, reaching up and rubbing the back of his head, clenching his jaw. She could see the exhaustion, the weariness in his face now that they’d actually paused. It was so clear, even she could easily see it.
That did nothing to lessen her anxiety.
“We, uh, we’ve been all hands on deck for the last couple of days, with this shit storm outside,” he started, gesturing to the window nearby. The precipitation had just started to slow down into slow snowflakes.
Ellie nodded. Mia had told her that in a text yesterday. The last time they’d spoken.
“We went a bit north, because there’s been a lot of accidents on the coast and we’re distributing some of the engines.” He cleared his throat, looking down at his boots. “There was an accident on the Nahant causeway? Right near the cliffs over the beach.”
Ellie nodded again, unsure that she was going to manage this roiling in her stomach.
“The car, it hadn’t fallen all the way after it broke through the guardrail. It was wedged about ten feet down, really precarious. With the wind and the ice, it looked like it could have been seconds away from rolling all the way down at any second, and we assessed that we’d have to lower the smallest person down for the rescue.”
“Mia’s definitely the smallest,” she whispered, folding her arms over her stomach. Only realizing then that her shirt was soaked through; must have happened when she’d left the lab and had run to the staff parking lot.
“She is. And she’d geared up before the rest of us figured it all out,” he shook his head in that Mia-is-so-stubborn-you-gotta-love-it kind of way that she easily understood. “We lowered her down, but… it wasn’t the easiest descent. Lotta jostling and banging against the rocks. She…” Flores took a deep breath, before he paused again. “Look, I’m not sure what Mia’s gonna want to tell you, so I think maybe you should hear it from her.”
Ellie’s emotions were so frayed, she couldn’t help but snap, “Fine, then tell me where she is.”
Honestly, she wanted to see Mia with her own eyes desperately, so – that was fine, then.
Wordlessly, he gestured to the door about ten feet down, on the right.
She opened the door without realizing – maybe she should knock. It was too late, though, and both Mia and the doctor who had, Ellie assumed, just put on the green cast on Mia’s left arm, just under the elbow, down to her fingers.
Mia’s eyes widened. “Beckett? What are you doing here?”
Ellie ran her eyes from the cast, up Mia’s torso that was exposed by her form-fitting black tank top that she’d likely had on under her uniform. Bruises were already forming on some areas on her arms, her shoulders. There were scratches along her neck and down her cheek and jaw, too. A bruise on the right side of her forehead, as well as over an inch of stitches right along her hairline.
Ellie suddenly felt weak, tears pricking at the backs of her eyes and she didn’t know if it was from relief at the fact that Mia was still here, still alive or if it was because Mia was clearly hurt.
She did her best to hold them back, though, because what was she going to do? Cry, when Mia herself, the one who was actually sitting on that hospital bed, scratched and bruised with a broken bone, had dry eyes? No. That made no logical sense.
“Hi,” she managed to get out through the thickness in her throat.
Mia tilted her head. “Hi.”
“Captain Chen called me,” she pushed out.
Mia groaned, but before she could say anything, the doctor addressed Mia. “Is this who will be staying with you tonight?”
“I’ll be with her,” Ellie assured before she thought twice about it, and before Mia could – likely – insist that she was fine.
The doctor nodded at her. “She’s able to leave, but has been advised to not go home alone for the night with that head injury. Dr. Fischbach,” she offered her hand to Ellie, who took it quickly.
“Ellie Beckett.”
“Also a doctor,” Mia edged in.
Ellie shook her head, suppressing an embarrassed smile. “Not medical.”
Dr. Fischbach gave a gentle smile as she shook Ellie’s hand. “Well, Ms. Sharpe here has an ulna fracture, abrasions, and most importantly, a mild concussion. But since you’re here, I’ll start drawing up discharge paperwork.” She turned back to Mia, advising softly but firmly, “You have to rest.”
Mia nodded. “Will do.”
It was only when Dr. Fischbach closed the door behind her that Ellie tentatively walked closer to Mia and got to see her up close, as Mia stared down at her own cast. And even though she was relieved that Mia was physically all right, she could see why Captain Chen had seemed reluctant to say that Mia was okay.
The look on Mia’s face was the furthest thing from okay.
She looked… haunted.
“Mia?” She whispered, hesitantly reaching out to lay her hand on Mia’s uninjured arm.
Mia blinked as if she’d been a thousand miles away, turning dark eyes to look at her. The smile she attempted was small and weak and the least convincing thing on the planet.
“Are you,” she couldn’t bring herself to ask if Mia was okay. She couldn’t even ask what happened. She swallowed hard. “I didn’t know I was your emergency contact?”
“Who else?” Mia whispered.
“Do you want me to call… someone else? Kristin?” She managed. She’d do anything for Mia, she really would. No matter what. Even if it meant stepping aside on a night like tonight, when she didn’t want to take her eyes off of Mia for a second.
Mia shook her head before she winced. “No. Just you. Please.” Her voice was so, so quiet.
Ellie nodded, her heart lurching. “Anything you want.”
Mia’s lips quirked a bit up at that and Ellie didn’t get it, but she didn’t care. At least she’d given Mia the slightest bit of a smile.
“Let’s go home.”


Ellie drove them carefully – under the speed limit, even though the storm had lightened so much – toward Mia’s apartment. It was quieter there, and the last thing Mia needed was for Riley to pounce and hover with concern all night.
“Did Flores tell you what happened?” Mia spoke for the first time since they’d gotten home, as Ellie sat down next to Mia on her couch.
She’d tried to get Mia to lay in bed after she’d changed into comfy clothing, but Mia had shaken her head and just fell into the couch, staring down at her lap.
Ellie sat down next to her. “He… not a lot. Just that there had been a car accident over the cliffs.”
Mia nodded softly, eyebrows scrunching together, looking like she was biting so hard at the inside of her cheek, it might have been drawing blood.
“There was a mother and a daughter in the car. I – I realized pretty quickly that the ledge two of the tires had caught on wasn’t going to last, especially with the ice underneath. The daughter, she was in the back passenger side, but her door had been jammed, so if I had to open it… if I had to use tools to open it, I knew it would have to be quick. Seconds, to grab her before the car went.” Mia stared down at her knees, before she wrapped her arms around herself.
She looked so, so small. Sadness and empathy welled up inside of Ellie and she ached to hold Mia, but she wasn’t sure if that was what Mia wanted.
“You don’t have to tell me,” she whispered, clutching her knees so tightly.
“I need to… to get it out.” Mia closed her eyes, and Ellie knew that the nights events were all she could see in her minds eye.
“I could get to the mom easier. The door wasn’t crushed at all, it wouldn’t be so hard. But… the weight distribution and the jostling of her getting out – when I had her unbuckle her seatbelt just to check, the car lurched and… and she looked at me through the window. And we both knew.” She licked her lips, her voice hoarse. “The mom would have been the easier rescue and maybe there would be a slight chance at getting the girl, too. But–”
Mia squeezed her eyes tightly shut.
“She wanted me to save her daughter. Kennedy, she kept saying. Take Kennedy. So I did. And just like I thought: when I wrenched the door open, I barely had enough time to grab Kennedy. The car rolled down the cliff before I even had her secured; the door closed on my wrist. And she just kept hitting at me and pushing at me and screaming her for her mom. She couldn’t be older than ten,” Mia broke off, pressing her fingers hard against her eyes as her breath caught in her throat.
She shuddered so hard, her voice so hollow, Ellie couldn’t not do something. She had to touch Mia, do try to comfort her, to do something. Because she wanted to cry just hearing this, she couldn’t imagine living it.
“You saved that girl’s life, Mia. You are a hero,” she murmured, the urgency in her voice uncontrollable.
Because it was true. It was true, and of course Mia didn’t see it like that. She knew Mia didn’t even before she shook her head.
“You are,” she insisted, because she couldn’t back down on this. Mia was brave and strong and beautiful and heroic and, “You’re amazing.”
She tugged Mia up softly, mindful of her injuries, so that she’d scooted all the way onto the couch as she wrapped her body gently around Mia’s back.
Ellie buried her head into Mia’s neck as she just held.
She had no idea at what point she’d fallen asleep, but she must have. Because the next thing she knew, she blinked her eyes open and the apartment was entirely dark, the lamp next to the couch having been switched off at some point in the last…
She blearily looked around for her phone, noting that it was a little after five in the morning. Four hours since she’d last looked at the time. Though, Mia had been dozing next to her on the couch, then, and she wasn’t anymore.
That woke her right up and she sat quickly, pushing her sleep-tousled hair out of her face as she looked around.
And her breath left her in a relieved sigh when she saw Mia sitting up on the bay window seat.
“You need to be resting,” she said quietly as she approached, bringing the soft blanket she’d had on the couch over to the window as she joined Mia.
Carefully, she tucked it around Mia’s shoulders.
Mia’s eyebrows were drawn down low as she stared out the window at the snow coming down. “She’s going to remember that forever,” her voice was dull. Empty.
“Huh?” Ellie rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “Who?”
“The girl. Kennedy. In the accident. She… this is going to stay with her forever. How her mom saved her. How she died, sacrificing herself to make sure she was okay. That it happened right in front of her. Something like this – it won’t go away.” The moonlight fell over Mia’s face as Ellie shifted slowly to face her completely.
There was a look in her eyes that Ellie couldn’t recognize, couldn’t place. But it was full of sheer pain. Haunted, just like her tone.
“Mia?” She tentatively reached out and touched Mia’s pajama-covered thigh.
“It’ll never go away.” She looked at Ellie, sounding and looking desolate. “And it could ruin her in some ways, something like this. There’s a little piece of her inside that’s going to be dark, forever. Maybe she’ll never be able to be truly open with people even when they mean a lot to her, because she’s so afraid that they’ll see that part. And sometimes, when someone gets close enough that they do see that piece of her, it will be too much and they’ll leave because of it.”
Mia pulled her knees up to her chest and held so tightly. Ellie’s stomach churned as she felt so… helpless. Ellie wasn’t emotionally equipped for things like this, and she’d never wished she could be more than in this moment.
“Or maybe she’ll find something – someone – so amazing, that she falls for, truly falls for, in this pure and full and real way, that never happened before. Someone who might be able to love her back. And then she won’t be able to dive in because she’ll be too scared to lose the person who means the most to her, all over again. And she might not live through it this time, if that person leaves just like everyone else has.”
Ellie’s throat felt so tight she could barely breathe as she stared at Mia, whose voice had become hoarse as she hastily wiped at her eyes.
She slid closer to Mia, so they sat pressed together from shoulder to hip to thigh, her hands feeling useless in her lap. She wanted to touch Mia, to comfort her, to do something even though she felt at a loss. She didn’t have the frame of reference for what Mia was going through. “I don’t…” She trailed off, feeling powerless in the face of the tears that filled Mia’s eyes.
“I want to know how to help you,” she whispered truthfully. Desperately. “But I don’t know what’s going on. I’m not good at this. Kristin would be better. Even Riley.”
Maybe she should have taken Mia to her own apartment.
This time Mia let her tears fall instead of wiping them away, as she turned her head to look at Ellie. “I told you I grew up in Texas.”
Ellie only nodded, confused. Confused, but rooted to the spot.
“Amarillo. That’s where I was born.” Mia dropped her head back to rest against the wall. “I lived there until I was fifteen. My parents, they didn’t have a ton of money; my mom was a receptionist, and my dad was a bus driver for the high school. We’d lived in the same apartment building my whole life, up on the seventh floor – kind of rundown, but… it was home.”
Ellie blinked, taking a moment to comprehend that Mia was telling her this. After years of wondering about her life and never knowing. And the admittance hit her like a punch right to the heart. “Oh. Okay.” She tentatively reached out and placed her hand on Mia’s thigh again. No less confused at the turn of the story, but that didn’t matter.
“That’s where my parents died.” Mia’s hollow words were barely a whisper, but they felt like they thundered through the room.
Ellie’s breath caught in her throat, but her touch became surer on Mia’s thigh, her fingers squeezing.
Mia shook her head, gaze falling to stare down at Ellie’s hand.
“I… uh, I’d just gotten my first ever girlfriend. Stacey. She was new to our school that year and I thought she was so fucking cool.” Mia turned to look at her again just a bit, enough that Ellie could see her face. “And she just, kissed me one day when we were hanging out.”
“Oh. Wow. Bold.” She didn’t know what else to say. God, she could be such an idiot sometimes.
But a fleeting smile tugged up one side of Mia’s mouth, so she thought it was maybe a worthwhile comment. “She was. I’d kind of figured out that I wasn’t straight by then, and we’d flirted a bit, I think, as subtly as fifteen year olds can flirt.”
Ellie wouldn’t really know; she couldn’t flirt very well even in her late twenties. But she nodded, anyway.
“My parents, they already didn’t really like Stacey; they thought she was a “bad influence” on me. And that was without them knowing that we spent our time together making out. But I’m pretty sure they knew Stacey wasn’t straight.” Mia let out a sad, watery laugh.
“Do you think they would have been okay with it?” She tentatively asked, after long moments went by where Mia seemed to get lost in her thoughts. “With you?”
Mia pursed her lips, clasping her hands tighter in her lap. As tightly as she could over her cast. “I… I don’t know, really. My mom’s family was super religious; I’m talking, my grandma and aunt both had shrines of holy crosses on their living room walls. My dad never talked about anything political in any way. They definitely weren’t liberal, so I don’t think they would have loved it. But they loved me.” Her voice was so morose. Thick and soft and aching.
It made Ellie’s heart ache, too. “I had no doubt,” she assured. Because who wouldn’t love Mia?
“I’d gotten into a big fight with them over dinner about hanging out with Stacey that weekend.” She stared up at the moon through the bay window, tilting her head back. “So stupid,” she muttered, clearly about herself. Ellie could feel the pain lacing through her words.
“They thought I went to my room, after. But I snuck out, instead. I felt like – that normal thing, when you really like someone for the first time. Like, for the first time in my whole life, she was the only person on earth who understood all of me. The only person who got me. That at fifteen I found that once-in-a-lifetime person. Stupid,” she repeated.
“Hey. Stop. You aren’t.” she interjected.
But Mia clearly wasn’t hearing her, as she swallowed hard and continued, “A little while after I left – the, uh, the gas pipe in the apartment below ours had completely rusted. The whole building wasn’t up to code, but… we didn’t know, until – too late.”
She could only stare in horror as dread filled her stomach.
“According to the report, my mom had likely died in the initial explosion; she’d been in our kitchen.” Mia rolled her lips tightly, and clenched her jaw so hard, as if trying to hold in everything – a shout, a sob. She stared out the window at the sky, unblinking. “Our apartment went up quick, because the initial explosion also triggered our gas line and–” she cleared her throat. “It was a five-alarm fire. My dad wouldn’t have had much time to get out, but he might have had a chance if he went right for the exit.”
Mia’s eyes closed and Ellie could see the tears start to drip out regardless.
“But, in the report, they… where they found his… he was in my room,” her voice was so tight, the words sounded as though they physically pained her to speak. Ellie was pretty sure they did, because it pained her to hear them.
“He could have gotten out. But he came looking for me, on the other side of the apartment from the front door. Probably wondered why I wasn’t running out. But I wasn’t there.” Her voice broke on a hiccup and she shuddered. She shuddered so hard, Ellie wondered if she wouldn’t just shatter right here and now.
Without thinking twice, Ellie turned and wrapped her arms around Mia, holding her so tight. As if the sheer power of her arms and the strength of her love for Mia could hold all of her together when she was breaking down. She wished it could.
“I’m sorry, Mia.” It was all she could manage to say. “I’m so, so sorry.”
Mia shook in her arms. “If I was there–”
The thought of it struck Ellie so deeply, she pulled back, gripping Mia’s arms so she could look into her eyes. “I’m so glad you snuck out that night. You, a professional, said there was a chance he could have gotten out. Just a chance, to get out of a seventh story building in a five-alarm gas fire. And what if you had been there? There’s a lot more chances that you wouldn’t still be here, with me, right now.”
Mia shook her head. “I’ve gone over it and over it, and–”
“And there was a fire, Mia. Because your building wasn’t up to code. You can’t blame yourself for that. You can’t.”
“What if I can? What if I do?” she admitted, shrugging as she wiped her sleeve over her eyes and held it there. As if she could will herself not to cry. “I’ve had therapy, and I know, logically… but…”
Her voice was so distressed. Ellie tightened her hold around Mia’s waist and pulled her in closer. Close enough that Mia’s head could fall against her shoulder and she combed her fingers through her thick hair. “I get that.”
She thought about what she’d done when her dad had died. How she’d buried herself so deeply in everything that could distract her from the pain. And then she imagined how it must have felt for Mia, to have lost both parents at the same time and blame herself for it, on top of that.
“But it’s not your fault. And neither was tonight,” she murmured, her voice fierce. She wished she could do something, anything for Mia to really hear her. She gripped Mia’s hand, squeezing a little harder to really get her attention. “What can I do to help? What can I do?”
Mia stared at her, eyes clear, no longer crying.
But the look on her face that was entirely indecipherable to Ellie, and she wished more than just about anything that she could understand it. Mia had one of the only faces she could read and understand fairly easily and this moment? Felt like it was a moment where she would benefit from that.
Her gaze searched Ellie’s own and Ellie – Ellie was a scientist. Eyes couldn’t see into someone’s soul, because that just wasn’t real. But it felt like that was exactly what Mia was doing in this moment.
It made her wonder what Mia was seeing. She wished she knew that, too, as she swallowed hard.
“The first time I saw snow was the week I met you. That’s a weird coincidence, right?” Mia asked softly. Her eyes were still trained on Ellie as the snow fell outside the large window behind them, and the moon reflected over her face, making her look like some ethereal being. As if Ellie needed to give herself another reason to find Mia gorgeous.
“I, um, I guess so,” she murmured.
“Because you’re such a snow baby and all,” Mia whispered.
Ellie’s eyebrows drew down in confusion. “I don’t think that’s really a term. Chionophile, really, is the word for someone who thrives in the snow, so – um, what’s that look for?” She cut herself off with a whisper, blinking as she noticed the way Mia smiled ever so slightly.
But it looked like her first real smile all night. And it was a smile, but it also had an edge to it that Ellie just couldn’t quite place, even as it made her heart beat faster.
“Ellie?” Mia’s breath was warm as it washed over her cheek, her lips.
And her physical reaction to Mia, having been dormant all night because of the fear and love and worry and sympathy and everything else, seemed to activate just like that.
Ellie’s breath caught in her throat. “Yeah?”
Mia stared at her again for another moment. Ellie took a few long seconds to attempt to formulate what she should say – because she should probably pull back, now. This didn’t seem right or fair or was probably inappropriate, to be feeling attraction after the kind of night Mia’d had.
In a smooth, quick motion, she felt Mia’s hand without her cast thread through her hair, turning Ellie precisely to face her, as Mia surged up and her lips came so close to Ellie’s, they nearly touched. So, so close.
Ellie let out a soft moan, her mouth falling open. Her lips brushed Mia’s with the movement, and Mia hummed, before she swung her leg over and just like that, Mia Sharpe was straddling her.
Mia Sharpe had her hands braced on Ellie’s shoulders, as she looked down at Ellie with impossibly dark eyes. Ellie couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, couldn’t compute –
And then Mia dipped her head, her lips pressing against Ellie’s neck. She snapped her head back on a gasp at the sensation of that soft, warm mouth.
“You make me feel, Ellie Beckett,” Mia murmured against her, as she slid both hands into Ellie’s hair, taking fistfuls of it. “I need that tonight. I need you.”
Ellie felt Mia’s hips press down against hers, and could feel the little sound that reverberated from Mia’s throat against her, and holy shit and what was this and Ellie’s hips arched desperately into Mia’s.
Mia’s mouth dragged against her throat, her shuddering breath released right against Ellie’s skin, making her shiver, her core clench. Jesus fucking Christ. She was frozen, so frozen, in shock and confusion and dear god, what if she moved and Mia stopped? Or if she woke up and she was still on the couch?
“You,” Mia groaned against her, grinding her hips down again, long and slow and Ellie’s met her.
She was so wet, so fucking wet, and she could hardly even breathe with the want that pounded through her.
“Ellie,” Mia breathed against her, before she nipped her teeth into Ellie collarbone.
“Fuck.” Ellie let out a strangled breath, her hands curled into fists. She couldn’t resist bringing them up, landing on Mia’s thighs. It was tentative, so hesitant, because she still couldn’t comprehend what was going on.
Mia shuddered, moving faster against her, and Ellie’s blood pounded in her ears, arousal pounding through her veins, and she stared up in wonder at Mia.
Mia whined against her neck, her movements stuttering as Ellie squeezed her thighs as her brain finally started to catch up.
To the fact that Mia had experienced a seriously distressing event tonight. An event that had clearly unleashed her own personal history trauma. This – Mia on top of her, Mia’s small but strong body pressing Ellie against the wall, the sounds Mia was making in the back of her throat – it wasn’t right.
It wasn’t right for her to be enjoying this. She thought about the situations she’d pushed herself into after her dad had died, even into physical aspects of them, just to feel something, to feel closer, even though it hadn’t been who and what she’d really wanted deep inside.
Her stomach twisted.
Ellie managed to push Mia back with that thought, when all she wanted was to pull her close. Closer than she’d ever wanted someone before. “Wait. Stop.”
It took Mia a few seconds. First, she froze. Then, dark eyes blinked slowly down at Ellie as her breath rushed in and out. She stared at Ellie as if in a daze.
Ellie… she felt paralyzed. What did she say to that? To what had just happened? What had just happened?
“Fuck,” Mia muttered, but the sound felt like it echoed everywhere through the apartment.
“Yeah,” Ellie agreed, dimly.
Mia quickly scrambled, somewhat awkwardly given her cast, so that she was no longer on Ellie’s lap as soon as she seemed to realize what position they were in.
And even though it was the first and only time they’d ever been like that, Ellie felt like she was missing a part of herself.
“Fuck,” Mia repeated, before she hopped up from the seat and walked toward her bedroom without another word, closing the door behind her.
Ellie could only watch her go, wanting to ask her to stop, to ask what was happening, her body and mind reeling.




Twelve.
It took at least twenty minutes of sitting there on the window seat and staring out at the sunrise, twisting her fingers anxiously in the blanket she’d brought over, before Ellie could manage the courage to move.
She didn’t exactly know what she was going to do or say, as she swung her legs over the edge of the seat, but she guessed she would figure it out? She… jesus, she didn’t know.
Mia’s bedroom door opened, and Ellie froze, staring at Mia walking toward her.
She’d changed into her navy Fire Department sweatshirt and black jeans, her face scrubbed, with her dark hair tossed into a high ponytail. So much more physically put together than she’d been when they’d…
Ellie closed her eyes, feeling her heart pound wildly in her chest. God, she’d barely recovered from the kiss eight months ago, and that had been so much less intense than this.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
When Mia didn’t say anything, she opened her eyes.
Mia was giving her the most incredulous look. “You’re sorry? Beckett, what?”
Ellie kicked her feet lightly against the wall, tugging her hands through her hair. “I – you had a hard night, and that shouldn’t have… I just… I…”
Her feelings wrapped so tightly around themselves, choking her up and stopping her from speaking anymore. I couldn’t stop us because I want you so desperately, it burns me up inside, regardless of the emotional time you’re going through right now?
That, wow, that was horrible.
“Beckett, stop.” Mia shook her head. “Please. That wasn’t on you.”
Now that she was thinking about it, though, she just kept thinking about her own experiences and how had she let it happen for so long? Just because she loved Mia, it was okay to act like that after last night?
“I shouldn’t have let it get so – when you just need closeness, and–”
“That wasn’t it.”
“It was! I shouldn’t have… we were so close to… and…”
“You’re driving me crazy, Ellie!” The words burst from Mia, so loud, they startled Ellie.
She stared at Mia, confusion and love and heartache and everything twisting together and mixing with the remnants of her arousal. It pounded through her as she stared at Mia.
And everything played through her mind in that moment. Everything – Mia approaching her, Mia worming her way into Ellie’s routine, Mia being there every day, Kristin’s arrival, their kiss last June, last night, what had just transpired, and –
“I’m driving you crazy?!” Incredulity dripped from her lips almost as heavily as it slid through her veins. “Mia, you… you…”
She’d entered Ellie’s life and thrown it into complete disarray. She’d tossed strongly held beliefs that Ellie had about herself – her sexuality, her reliable and steady life, her routines – and shaken them all up like Ellie existed in a snowglobe made only for Mia.
“Nothing in my life has made sense since we met!” Ellie admitted in words she’d never expected to say.
“Yes!” Mia flung her arms wide, as if daring the universe to disagree with her, nonsensically. Ellie didn’t even know what it would be disagreeing with, though. She wasn’t even sure if the earth’s axis was still at 23.5 degrees. “Nothing makes sense like this, ever since you came into my life. Nothing!”
That – well, it kind of took the wind out of Ellie’s sails. Because, “What?”
No, that did not compute. Mia was – Mia was always sure and steady and confident and…
“I can’t date anyone since the night you kissed me,” Mia’s confession sounded like an accusation almost. But her burning emotion didn’t sound angry, just desperate. “Have you even realized that?! You’re out there, dating Natalie, and I’m…” She shook her head, briefly at a total loss for words, before she stared Ellie down where she was still seated.
And she might very well be seated here for the rest of her life, because 1. she wasn’t sure it was going to be a long life, given how hard her heart was hammering and 2. no system in her body was firing as normal. Not a single one.
She had no words, no thoughts, no… “What are you talking about?” She asked, dumbfounded.
“For the first time since I realized I was a lesbian when I was fifteen, I can’t date.” Mia tossed her hands in the air. “It was the easiest thing in the world for me, before. Transient company, I was never lonely, and also never scared that someone was going to get too close if I didn’t let them.” Mia counted on her fingers, as if ticking a box.
And Ellie had never seen her like this. So fired up in this way.
“I had walled you off. You were straight, you didn’t like to date regardless of sexual orientation, and that was – fine. The closer we became, it was actually great! I put you in the place in my mind where you happened fit so easily, right in that – that companion place that I’d never had filled before. This place where I trusted you to be there for me at the end of every day, where there was no risk. And I loved it. It didn’t matter that I was attracted to you beyond belief. I just loved having you around me. It was comfortable and safe and real and steady, and when you promised you’d always be there, I knew it was true.”
Ellie didn’t even know if she was still standing. Oh, right, she was sitting. Good. That was good.
Mia didn’t seem to share her paralysis in the least, as she paced, then stopped short, nailing Ellie with a look. “And then, you kissed me. And you threw everything off balance! And then… and now…” She looked so helpless.
Everything that had seemed to fire Mia up deflated, her voice falling into a whisper, “I’m scared, Ellie. If we go there, something is inevitably going to go badly and then I won’t have you, anymore. And I can’t lose you. I would take you as my best friend, what we have, any day, over not having you.”
Now, Ellie stood, her blood pounding. No, she couldn’t sit still while her world seemed to spin ten times faster as her brain tried to register what was being said.
“You want me? You’re attracted to me? And you… romantically, you… us?” She questioned, shaking her head. “But, Kristin–”
“Is my friend, like I’ve said. When she reached out to me, I thought – you know? Wouldn’t it be great to have someone who talk to who isn’t Flores who already listens to me talk about Beckett, someone who knows me and my issues and why this would scare me? And maybe, if I have someone else that I can lean on, something like this won’t, won’t paralyze me so much,” Mia admitted, her voice so low, it was just a whisper.
Ellie wasn’t positive, but her heart just may beat right out of her chest with the shocked happiness that buzzed right through her.
A smile threatened to burst from her so big, so wide, it might break her face open.
“Why are you so sure it would go badly?” She asked, that smile falling from her mouth within seconds.
Because when she imagined them together, it was all of the good things they could be. The things she imagined they could be when they took what they had ever further. And the idea that Mia didn’t think the same…
The look Mia gave her was a cross between desperate and desolate. “Because it always has before. Ellie, look. I lost everything when I was fifteen. And today? You became one of two people I’ve ever been able to tell that to, if we’re excluding therapists. I’m a mess inside and whenever anyone has seen it, seen me – really seen me – they don’t want everything. No one.” Mia squeezed her eyes tightly closed, and her voice was so small as she said, “I want you so badly I can’t even see anyone else, anymore. But I’m so terrified of it that it paralyzes me. So, this is where we are. And where does that leave us?”
This wasn’t the grand, sweeping declaration of movies or novels. It was uncertain and messy and Mia was wrapping her arms around herself instead of Ellie, with big brown eyes staring up at Ellie like she was precious and they were fragile.
Mia shook her head, bringing up her uninjured arm again and rubbing it over her face. “I’m sorry, Ellie. But, I think… can you go home? I’m okay now,” she waved the arm in a cast a little. “Really.”
Ellie’s heart pounded in her chest still, and she didn’t know what to do with Mia’s words or with these feelings coursing through her. All she knew was that she found herself nodding, as if experiencing an out-of-body sensation. As if she watched herself slip on her shoes and start toward the door, hearing Mia’s words echo in her mind.
But before she could open the door, she seemed to snap back into her mind as she replayed the last eight months in her head. Then the last three years, and, she froze.
Mia… She truly was a master of compartmentalization. Then again, Ellie supposed, she had to be. Going through what she’d been through, seeing the things she could see and do at work.
Maybe Mia was. But Ellie wasn’t.
“I can’t,” she said, her back to Mia, as she stared at the closed apartment door.
“You can’t?” Mia echoed from behind her. “What do you mean? Are you ok–”
“I can’t walk out of here, like this. That’s where this leaves us.” Ellie closed her eyes tightly, before she turned to face Mia. “Maybe that’s okay for you. Maybe you can live the way we’ve been living for the last eight months and leave all of this unsaid in fear that we might ruin things. But my fear is that we’re going to ruin everything without even trying.”
“I wasn’t drunk that night, the night I kissed you. I wasn’t drunk, I didn’t drink any of that crazy expensive vodka. I wasn’t trying to tell you that I’m gay. Well, I was, I guess, but I was trying to tell you that I liked you. Not girls in general.”
Only last week – only yesterday – she couldn’t imagine that she would ever say these words to Mia but now that it was happening, she couldn’t stop them.
Shaking her head, she frowned at herself. “I was willing to fight it and push it aside and try to find every way around it and just – accept that we would only ever be friends, that you didn’t have feelings for me. If that was what made you happy, being only friends because you didn’t feel this for me, then I would be okay with that, because I want you to be happy. You have me, here, no matter what. Being your friend and knowing that you’re happy, even if it’s with someone else, even if my heard is breaking, is worth it. Because you’re worth it. But if you love me? If you love me, Mia, then be brave and love me.”
Her chest was heaving, and she didn’t know if it was scientifically possible for anyone to be feeling as much as she was feeling in this moment. She didn’t know when the tears started dripping from her eyes, but here they were, and she hastily wiped them away with her palms.
“Because I love you, Mia Sharpe. You are my route to happiness. All of my routes to happiness lead to you, and I haven’t ever found anyone else that has even come close. I love that you are willing to sit in an empty apartment until you find just the right piece of antique furniture that speaks to you even if it takes months. I love the way you call me Beckett most of the time, and Ellie only when it really matters. I love the way you tell people what their gift is when you hand them a wrapped present. I love that you became a firefighter so that you can save people from suffering what you’ve suffered.” Her breath shuddered out. “And I love you so much, that I’ll love you through all of the times where you find it hard to love yourself. Every day. Because there isn’t a piece of you that’s ruined inside, no matter what you might think on your worst days.”
Ellie wrapped her arms around herself, and even with the weight in her chest – because everything was on the line, right now. It really felt like everything Ellie was, had been laid bare – she felt lighter. Because it was out there, now.
And, god, she… she wished Mia would speak.
Because she stared at Ellie, mouth slightly open, eyes wide and blinking, and – and no words came out.
The silence was deafening.
“Mia,” she whispered. “Say something. Please, just–”
Mia snapped, walking forward quickly, wrapping her casted arm around Ellie’s waist and pulling them flush together, as she brought her other hand up and cupped Ellie’s jaw. There were tears in her eyes, too, Ellie noticed now.
“You really – you,” Mia broke off, swallowing hard as she stared right into Ellie’s eyes. “After seeing everything, seeing me, you really feel that way.”
She didn’t say it as if it were a question, but Ellie nodded, anyway.
Ellie’s gaze fell to Mia’s lips. Those full, pink lips that smiled so beautifully, that revealed the best dimples, and… god, she wanted it. She’d never craved a kiss so badly before. Mia’s mouth fell open on a trembling breath and they stood so closely that Ellie could feel it. She could feel the warmth, she could feel Mia’s chest expand, and –
She hadn’t had Mia’s kiss since pride of last year. The better part of a year ago, and it had been so brief. Too brief. She vibrated with want for it. Even after what had transpired between them only an hour ago, she vibrated for her mouth.
But she wouldn’t do it, again. “You have to do it.” She whispered, her head hammering against her ribs, and she knew Mia had to feel it, too. “You have to be ready for it this time, Mia.”
Mia’s gaze searched hers. “I’m not easy, Ellie.”
“That’s not what your body said earlier this morning.” Oh, god, she was spending too much time with Gianna.
Mia gave her a look that said she wasn’t sure if she wanted to laugh or strangle her. Or laugh while she strangled her. It warmed Ellie to the bone. “I meant I’m not easy, to be with. I have walls and insecurities and these shadows of self-doubt.”
“And I’ve never really been with anyone else before, I’m obsessed with work, and I would rather dunk my hand into battery acid than go to most social functions. It’s not like I’m perfect.”
“But you are,” Mia breathed, stroking her thumb over Ellie’s cheek. “You really, really are.”
Ellie attempted to disagree, but then Mia’s mouth was on hers. Mia was kissing her, deeply, needy, and unlike their last kiss, this was heavy and hot and hungry right from the get-go.
She felt Mia swipe her tongue over her bottom lip before delving in. Ellie stroked her fingers up Mia’s back, sliding her tongue against Mia’s and swallowed the groan that echoed into her mouth. The sounds that left Mia’s throat shot right through her body, rekindling that heat that had already built earlier.
Mia pressed closer, her body right against Ellie’s, so close, no space between them. Her body sang at the contact and trembled just a bit as Mia’s chest pushed into hers and her hips backed Ellie’s into the door, her mouth ravenous against Ellie.
Mia sucked at her lips and then nipped her teeth in, before she pushed a thigh between Ellie’s legs. Ellie breathed a moan into her mouth, wrapping her arms around Mia’s waist and holding her tightly while her hands shook.
Mia’s hands came up into her hair, tangling there, as her kisses becoming slow and deep and Ellie had never felt better in her entire life.
She almost wanted to cry but she’d already done that tonight and she was so – happy.
“It was me,” she mumbled the words into Mia’s mouth, uncontrollably as the thought popped into her head.
She gripped the back of Mia’s shirt, hard, because she could feel Mia start to slow down, and she didn’t want it to end.
But it did, as Mia pulled back. Just a bit, enough to look up at Ellie. Her face was flushed and she was breathless, and the sight made Ellie’s legs absolutely weak with want.
“What? What was you?” Mia asked, her voice low and raspy.
Ellie thought back to the night, months ago now, where she’d walked Mia home. “The first route of happiness. It was me you were talking about,” the words came out in a wondrous tone, the full realization striking her hard.
Mia’s smile was big and deeply dimpled and she pushed back into Ellie as her fingers buried themselves into Ellie’s hair again. “It was you. Always you.”
Their lips came together again and Ellie could spend forever kissing Mia, she was sure of it. She didn’t think this feeling, with Mia’s mouth warm and wet and soft and coaxing and skillful against hers, would ever fail to send sparks through her entire body.
Never.
“More than a million,” she murmured against Mia’s lips.
She’d never really talked during kissing before, but she guessed she couldn’t help it. She was almost embarrassed, only, as Mia pulled back a bit again, she saw that Mia looked exceptionally pleased for some reason.
“What? A million?”
“I – your lips have over a million nerve receptors. It’s why kissing is so nice, and when it’s with someone you are attracted to and love, it signals releases of dopamine and oxytocin, triggering adrenaline rushes…” She gasped when Mia’s hips rolled against hers, pressing her firmly into the door, and then Mia’s mouth was on her neck.
Sucking and kissing and making Ellie shudder so hard, her hands tightened in Mia’s hair.
“God,” she rasped out, breath catching when Mia grabbed her hips and roughly turned her, walking her backwards until Ellie’s knees hit the couch.
Then Mia was in her lap again, the second time today, and it felt so perfect this time. Ellie could enjoy it this time.
“Can I touch you?” Mia nipped her earlobe, and Ellie shuddered. “I want to touch you so badly.”
Ellie nodded quickly, tossing her head back to give Mia more access to her. All of the access to her. “Yes, anything. Yes.”
She didn’t even register how, but Mia’s hands had her jeans undone in literal seconds, and then Mia’s fingers were on her clit, and, “Fuck!”
Ellie might not survive it. She’d wanted this and only this – Mia’s touch – for so, so long. She scratched her nails up Mia’s back and worked her hips against Mia’s fingers as they rubbed circles against her.
“You feel so…” Ellie groaned, her stomach tensing.
It wasn’t going to take her long at all. In fact, it would be embarrassingly short. Only she didn’t have the frame of mind to think of it as embarrassing. It couldn’t be embarrassing, when Mia had her fingers rubbing her faster and faster and –
“Mia!” She gasped and shuddered as she fell over the edge.
Everything inside of her pulsed and shivered and god, she didn’t know if she was going to survive. She didn’t know.
Hazily, she fell back against the couch and breathed heavily up at Mia.
Who watched her so intently, her eyes absolutely burned. Only a few seconds beat between them, before Mia arched her hips and pressed herself down against Ellie. She rubbed herself against Ellie’s thigh, burying her face against Ellie’s throat.
Ellie reached up and buried her fingers into Mia’s thick hair. “Should I… do you want me to touch you?”
Mia threw her head back, arching her spine, as she grinded her hips so hard against Ellie. It didn’t matter that she was still wearing her pants; Mia wasn’t – fuck, when did Mia take her pants off?
And she could feel how hot and wet Mia was as she pushed herself harder against Ellie. “Like this. I want–” Mia broke off, whining low in her throat. She dug one hand into Ellie’s shoulder to balance herself, before the other slid into her hair, taking a fistful.
Ellie stared. It didn’t matter that she’d just had the hardest orgasm of her life; Mia Sharpe was grinding into her, wearing nothing, and she was so wet, she was absolutely ruining Ellie’s pants. And she couldn’t have cared less.
Mia’s thighs tensed as she moved and Ellie ran her fingers down to them, before she ran them up and onto Mia’s ass. They both moaned as she squeezed.
Mia’s hand tightened. “Look at me, Ellie,” her voice was tight, straining. “Look–”
Ellie looked up at Mia, right into her eyes.
Mia’s mouth fell open on a silent scream and she shuddered, so hard, as Ellie instinctively moved her thigh up harder against her.
“Ellie,” she groaned, shaking and she was so, so fucking wet.
Ellie might come again on the spot, just from feeling Mia against her.
Long moments beat by, before Mia melted against her. The tension left her body as she fell into Ellie, her forehead pressed against Ellie’s neck as she breathed heavily.
Mia’s fingers curled into her hair again. “Did you know,” she began, “Every single time we’re together, since the day we met, I just want to bury my fingers right into your hair. Always.”
It felt amazing, Ellie thought, and she smiled softly. “Really?”
Mia nodded, before she swallowed again, seeming to get her breath back, as she sat up straight. Still in Ellie’s lap. “And you drive me absolutely wild when you talk brilliant science-y things.”
Ellie’s mouth fell open. “Now I know that’s a lie.”
But Mia shook her head. “It’s definitely not, Doctor Beckett.” She grinned, a mischievous, sly grin that had dark eyes glinting and it was a look Ellie had never seen before. A look Ellie loved and she wanted to see it more often. “You have no idea how much I’ve watched your TEDtalk.”
Ellie couldn’t help but giggle. “You’re joking.”
She wasn’t. “Talk science to me, Beckett.”
Ellie dropped her head back, laugh-groaning. “I thought I was the not-smooth one in our relationship.”
She’d expected Mia to laugh with her. But when she picked her head up, Mia was gazing down at her with the softest look on her face. “With anyone else, that might be the case… what have you done to me?”
“I don’t know. But I’m just getting started.”




epilogue.
“Happy anniversary,” Mia greeted her with a quick kiss as she hopped onto her stool at The Witching Hour.
She was covered in glitter, and wearing those rainbow suspenders with her uniform pants, as she’d just come from finishing the Pride Parade. And she looked so damn good.
And… she was Ellie’s girlfriend.
It would never cease to amaze her.
Still, she frowned and shook her head. “It’s not our anniversary,” she spoke slowly. “Well, not that we’ve discussed it. But February would be… wouldn’t it?”
“You kissed me, on this day last year,” Mia reminded her.
Ellie pulled a face. Not the best pride memory.
But Mia’s soft smile remained, her look turning a little more serious as her hand fell to Ellie’s thigh. Comfortable and intimate, as she leaned in a little closer. “Plus, this is the first time I ever saw you.”
Ellie wracked her brain, before she shook her head. “No. The first time was in September, remember? You asked me about my drink.”
Mia tilted her head. “That was the first time we spoke, for sure. But I found The Witching Hour in June, when I came here to scout out some properties before moving. And… I’ve just wanted this for so long, Ellie.”
“I bet I’ve wanted it longer,” she whispered, because… well, she’d been the one single through Mia’s dates and Colleen and –
Mia chuckled. “Doubt it.”
“Try me,” she challenged, tilting her jaw at Mia.
Mia leaned in closer. Close enough that her scent wrapped itself around Ellie and had her in a hold. “I’ve wanted you since the first night I saw you, Beckett. The very first night. In June, three years ago.”
Ellie shook her head, scoffing, as her cheeks flushed. “No. I remember the first time you–”
“You were sitting here at the bar, in your seat. You were drinking a pilsner, you had your research notes open. It was before you cut your hair,” Mia’s voice was a little distant, her eyes glimmered like she was picturing that night, as she lightly traced her fingers over the ends of Ellie’s hair. The hair that she’d had cut to her chin for years now, and she knew that she cut it the week after she’d first seen Mia.
And Ellie was floored. “You… remember that?”
“It was Pride. I’d just been dumped, and I was in Boston, so I figured, why not go out and have some fun? I stumbled upon this place and I saw you, there. Looking so content with yourself and your work and your life. And I just remember thinking… that was pride. You sat up straight, you didn’t care what anyone thought. And I felt so low, I loved seeing it. You were gorgeous and sexy and that’s what made me come back when I moved. It was all you. And I always looked for you, even in the months before we were friends. Then, well, I learned you were a genius, and I was gone over you.”
Her voice turned reverent and so did the look in her eyes, as she gazed up at Ellie. And Ellie was baffled and amazed and she couldn’t help but reach out and pull Mia into her, right against her, kissing her so deeply. Because she can.
Glitter be damned.
“I didn’t even know myself enough to be truly proud,” she murmured against Mia’s lips as they separated. “Not until I knew you.”
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Those Who Wait
 
Sutton Spencer’s ideas for her life were fairly simple: finish graduate school and fall in love. It would be a lot simpler if she could pinpoint exactly what she should do when she graduates in less than a year. Oh, and if she could figure out how to talk to a woman without feeling like a total mess, that would be great too.

Charlotte Thompson is very much the opposite. She's always had clear steps outlining her path to success with no time or inclination for romance. Her burgeoning career in politics means everything to her and she’s not willing to compromise it for something as insignificant as love. Fleeting, casual, and discreet worked perfectly fine.

When they meet through a dating app, it's immediately clear that they aren't suited for anything more than friendship. Right?
Forever and A Day
 
 Good things come to those who wait and now Sutton Spencer and Charlotte Thompson get to reap the benefits. They spent months circling around admitting their feelings, but the time for denying their love is over. As the world watches, their lives never stop growing. The only thing that's for certain is that through every hurdle that comes their way, they'll face it together.A collection of snapshots of a life lived and loved. A follow-up to the bestselling novel, Those Who Wait. 
When You Least Expect It
 
 Caroline Parker knows three things to be true. First, she is going to be Boston's most sought after divorce attorney by thirty-five. Second, given how terrible her romantic track record is, falling in love isn't in the cards for her. And third, Christmas only brings her bad luck - being broken up with not once, not twice, but three times during the holidays is proof enough of that.

When she runs into Hannah Dalton on Christmas Eve, she has no reason to believe her luck will change. After all, though Hannah is probably the most gorgeous woman she’s ever seen, she’s also straight. And married to Caroline’s work rival. While being hired by Hannah throws her for a loop, winning a divorce case and sticking it to her ex-colleague should be enough of a thrill. But as the months slip by, bringing her closer to both Hannah and her adorable daughter Abbie, the lines between attorney and client begin to blur.

And she could have never predicted just how much she wants them to. 
In the Long Run
 
 Free-spirited and easygoing Taylor Vandenberg left her hometown of Faircombe, Tennessee as soon as she could, and in the twenty-five years since, she has rarely looked back. She wouldn’t change anything about how her life has turned out – having traveled to nearly every country, never staying anywhere long enough to feel stifled. Very few things can hold her attention back in Faircombe: her sister/best friend, her precocious niece, and perhaps the prospect of riling up Brooke Watson.

Brooke has known Taylor for her entire life, given that her best friend is Taylor’s younger brother. And a lifelong knowledge of Taylor means that Brooke knows she’s trouble: irresponsible, takes nothing seriously, and is irritatingly attractive. Unlike Taylor, Brooke loves their town so much that she’s spent her adult life dedicated to making sure it doesn’t get swept away like many of the other declining small cities of the American South. Faircombe means the world to her, and she’s willing to do just about anything to make sure it flourishes.

Even if it means working with Taylor, whose path seems to continuously be crossing with Brooke’s everywhere she turns… 
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